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ABSTRACT 
 
The gods of Aristophanes share many of the vices of mortals, while his comedies make fun of their 
worship. It is striking that the old comic poets could depict the gods in such a sacrilegious matter, 
because the Athenians, outside of the theatre of Dionysus, certainly prosecuted individuals who 
engaged in such sacrilege or otherwise promoted unconventional religious beliefs. This thesis 
carefully studies Aristophanes’ depiction of the gods as well as how it confirms or distorts 
conventional religious beliefs. While Bowie (1993) is a seminal study of the rituals that served as a 
background to old comedy, only a small amount of work has been done on this genre’s depiction of 
gods and humanity’s relationship with them. This thesis argues that the festival license that the old 
comic poets enjoyed extended to the divine realm. Their sacrilegious treatment of gods was thus 
part of the aischrologia that was usually directed at prominent citizens. While good work has 
certainly been done on festival license, the sacrilegious dimension of it has hardly been explored. 
This thesis also shows how, in depicting the gods, Aristophanes relied on the conventional religious 
beliefs of theatregoers. The result was, paradoxically, that old comedy consistently confirmed such 
popular beliefs rather than encouraging their abandonment. The impiety present on the comic stage 
was also moderated by the genre’s implicit acknowledgement of divine power. This argument will 
be established through a close-examination of Aristophanes’ Peace, Birds, Wealth and Frogs. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
The gods of Aristophanes share many of the vices of mortals, and his comedies repeatedly make fun 
of their worship. They feature gods who defecate, beg for scraps, and cower behind slaves. Gods are 
routinely insulted, defeated and even sexually assaulted by humans. In reference to Aristophanes’ 
Birds in particular, MacDowell observes that the gods ‘are presented ignominiously; they are 
undignified or unscrupulous, cowardly or greedy. They are not characters to be admired or imitated. 
Aristophanes’ treatment of them seems, by our standards, to be neither religious nor pious’.1 It is 
thus striking that the old comic poets could depict the gods in such a sacrilegious matter, because 
the Athenians, outside of the theatre of Dionysus, certainly prosecuted individuals who engaged in 
such sacrilege or otherwise promoted unconventional religious beliefs. Further, this disrespectful 
treatment was actually sponsored by the Athenian state itself, as part of the annual, grand-scale 
festivals held in Dionysus’ honour. Therefore, the impious treatment of the gods present in these 
plays needs to be accounted for. This thesis thus examines Aristophanes’ depiction of the gods, as 
well as how his comedies handled popular religious beliefs.  
 
It will be argued that the festival license the old comic poets enjoyed also extended to the divine 
realm. Aristophanes’ sacrilegious treatment of the gods was thus part of the abuse and aischrologia 
(‘shameful language’) that was usually directed at prominent citizens. While good work has 
certainly been done on festival license, the sacrilegious dimension of it has hardly been explored. 
This thesis also demonstrates that, in depicting the gods, Aristophanes relied on the popular 
religious beliefs of theatregoers. The result was, paradoxically, that old comedy consistently 
confirmed such beliefs rather than encouraging their abandonment. Thus, notwithstanding 
Aristophanes’ comic and irreverent treatment of the gods, popular religious values were never 
rejected, but rather subjected to comic distortion. The impiety present on the comic stage was also 
moderated by the genre’s implicit acknowledgement of divine power in each play.  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 MacDowell 1995: 221.   
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1.2 Literature Review 
 
Overall there has been limited work done on old comedy’s portrayal of gods. This situation has also 
been observed by Scullion, who states at the very beginning of his article on the topic that 
‘remarkably little has been published on religion and the gods in Greek comedy’.2 Further, there is 
no agreement amongst the few who have published on this subject. In particular, scholars 
continually debate over three key topics. Firstly, how exactly Aristophanes treated the gods, and 
whether it is correct to consider his treatment impious. Secondly, how his Athenian audience 
responded to his treatment. Finally, there is also a debate about how much prominence the gods had 
in his comedies to begin with. There is no agreement between the published works on these three 
debates and, accordingly, there is not currently any definitive treatment on this topic. 
 
When discussing religion on the comic stage, scholarship is focused mainly on explaining why 
Aristophanes could treat the gods disrespectfully, and how the audience reacted to this treatment.  
On these matters there is certainly no agreement between scholars. For example, in the first half of 
the twentieth century, the rough treatment of the gods in comedy was perceived as evidence that 
contemporary Athenians did not take their gods very seriously.3 One of these writers was Victor 
Ehrenberg in his book, The People of Aristophanes: A Sociology of Old Attic Comedy (1951). 
Ehrenberg observes that ‘to make fun of the gods was originally a proof of men’s love for them and 
of their mutual intimacy.’4 However, Ehrenberg then argues that comedic treatments of religion 
eventually undermined popular belief in the power of the gods.5 Kenneth Dover in his book, 
Aristophanic Comedy (1972), interprets Aristophanes’ portrayal of the gods in a different manner. 
Dover instead argues that comedy allowed humans to ‘assert’ themselves against their divine 
overlords through ridicule.6 Thus negative depictions of the gods, or moments when they are 
‘worsted’ by humans, are the means through which ‘man hits back at the superhuman powers which 
dominate the world’.7  
 
In contrast, Robert Parker in his book, Polytheism and Society at Athens (2005), states that overall 
the plays affectionately portray the gods.8 He argues that these gods, who have flaws just like the 
human heroes of the plays, increased the audience’s amicability towards their gods. Thus, in the 
                                                 
2 Scullion 2014: 340. 
3 Scullion 2014: 340. 
4 Ehrenberg 1951: 263. 
5 Ehrenberg 1951: 263-73. 
6 Dover 1972: 32-3, 41. 
7 Dover 1972: 32-3. 
8 Parker 2005: 149. 
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opposite manner to Ehrenberg, Parker argues that religious feeling was actually aided by old 
comedy.9 Further, any mocking of the gods could occur because their power was not questioned.10 
As Parker observes, ‘often the very absurdity of the comic postulate of divine weakness is itself a 
source of humour’.11 It was unnecessary to include in the play a corrective which would allow the 
audience to breathe easy after any teasing of the gods had occurred. Rather, Parker argues, ‘reality 
itself provided the necessary corrective’, because ritual practice outside of the theatre would 
continue as normal.12 Parker’s approach is echoed by Martin Revermann in his chapter, ‘Divinity 
and Religious Practice’ (2014), who argues that the gods were beyond the reach of comedic 
ridicule, and that the humour relies on the absurd notion of overthrowing the gods.13  
 
However, the chapter of Scott Scullion, ‘Religion and the Gods in Greek Comedy’ (2014), adopts a 
different explanation for the portrayal of deities in Aristophanes. Scullion argues that the Greek 
attitude towards deities may have been more relaxed than is generally thought.14 The average 
Athenian may have possessed the capability to ‘enjoy seeing [the gods] sent up’.15 Further, Scullion 
posits, Athenians may have had a ‘profound capacity for wit and irony, which can be and often are 
species of scepticism, and which find natural expression in comedy’.16 The mockery and 
questioning of deities that could be read into the work of Aristophanes is, in essence, light-hearted 
fun which existed in a religion that could accommodate such a comedic treatment.17 However, 
Scullion primarily uses evidence from old comedy when discussing Greek religious feeling. As will 
be demonstrated, Aristophanes both affirms and distorts popular religious views, and thus cannot be 
consistently depended on as evidence for them.18 Further, Scullion can be criticised for adopting a 
circular argument, since his interpretation of comedy relies on his theory of Greek religion, which 
in turn stems from comedy. It should also be noted that Scullion’s theory about a more light-hearted 
Greek religion does not account for the anxiety felt by Athens towards sacrilege that will be 
discussed shortly. Regardless, overall in the current scholarship, it is evident that there is significant 
disagreement and, as a result, there is no definitive explanation for Aristophanes’ treatment of 
deities.  
                                                 
9 Parker 2005: 148-9, 152. 
10 Parker 2005: 149. 
11 Parker 2005: 149. 
12 Parker 2005: 150. 
13 Revermann 2014: 285. 
14 Scullion 2014: 348. 
15 Scullion 2014: 348. 
16 Scullion 2014: 353. 
17 For example, see Parker (1996: 210) on philosophical ‘attacks’ against religion: ‘… the traditional religious 
framework, that loose and accommodating structure within which certain forms of doubt, criticism, and revision were, 
in fact, traditional’.   
18 See also Mikalson 1983: 10.  
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Another explanation often provided for the presence of political slander and aischrologia in comedy 
is that the genre originated from ritualistic practice, adopting the ritualised abuse and aischrologia 
that was characteristic of certain cults.19 However, mention should be made of Eric Csapo’s quite 
recent re-evaluation of this argument in ‘The “Theology” of the Dionysia and Old Comedy’ (2016). 
Csapo posits that comedy did not evolve from earlier religious practices, but actively mimicked and 
adapted said practices in order to secure comedy’s licence to abuse.20 Csapo states that comedy 
‘was made to look more like its now time-honoured festival congeners in the hope that the licence 
granted by the parade might extend its protection to comedy’.21 This is an interesting proposition, 
but the argument that there was a concentrated effort to manipulate the genre is difficult to prove 
with any certainty. Further, discussion of the origins of drama can be problematic, due to the limited 
nature of the sources. Accordingly, this thesis will focus instead on the contemporary perception of 
comedy and how it is connected to Dionysiac religion, rather than postulating how comedy began 
originally. The religious dimension of comedy’s license to abuse will be discussed in detail in the 
conclusion of this thesis.  
 
Therefore, scholars primarily have been concerned with providing an explanation for the comic 
portrayal of the gods, and how the audience understood this portrayal. These are the two primary 
debates which concern the majority of scholarship on this topic, and scholars are still unable to 
come to an agreement on these two issues. However, it is notable that currently there are very few 
systematic treatments of how Aristophanes actually portrayed the gods. Even the authors mentioned 
above only briefly consider this portrayal. They highlight aspects of certain plays or gods to 
demonstrate their argument, rather than examining multiple plays in detail.22 There is currently only 
one recently published article which discusses all of the complete plays extensively. This is John 
Given’s article, ‘When Gods Don’t Appear: Divine Absence and Human Agency in Aristophanes’ 
(2009). In contrast to the above mentioned scholars, Given actually focuses on the absence of 
divinities in Aristophanes’ comedies, and the resultant effect on the agency of the human 
protagonists.23 Given argues that, in contrast to tragedy, the comedies are generally devoid of divine 
interference. Consequently, human corruption becomes the only obstacle to the protagonist’s 
goals.24 Further, in lieu of the gods, many of the human characters embody quasi-divine 
                                                 
19 Reckford 1987: 451, 461-7; Csapo 2012: 19, 26, 29-30. 
20 Csapo 2016: 132-6. 
21 Csapo 2016: 135-6. 
22 For example, Scullion (2014: 353) describes Parker’s discussion as ‘brief but pithy’.  
23 Given 2009: 107-8. 
24 Given 2009: 127. 
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characteristics themselves.25 When the gods do appear, they are generally ineffective, yet supportive 
of the protagonist’s ‘Big Idea’.26 Given’s article provides an alternate approach by focusing instead 
on the absence of the gods, while generally the remainder of scholarship on this topic focuses on 
their presence.  There is therefore a third, implicit debate about the actual prominence and 
importance of the gods in the comedies. By focusing on the absence of gods, Given approaches 
Aristophanes’ plays with a fundamentally different mindset. Other scholars presuppose that the 
gods are an important element in Aristophanes’ plays, while Given’s approach treats the gods as 
essentially background characters. Given’s article thus exists as a divergent approach to the general 
trend in the scholarship. 
 
However, any discussion on religion in Aristophanes must mention Angus Bowie’s book, 
Aristophanes: Myth, Ritual and Comedy (1993).27 This book is currently the most comprehensive 
published study on the ritual-related elements of Aristophanes’ plays.28 Bowie examines the extent 
to which actual ritual practices and myth inform the content of Aristophanes’ comedies. He claims 
to reconstruct the framework in which the contemporary Athenian audience approached the plays.29 
However, Bowie’s approach to the comedies of Aristophanes is controversial.30 Rosen, among 
others, comments that there are ‘lingering questions’ about the effectiveness of interpreting 
Aristophanes’ comedies through analysis of the underlying connections with ritual.31 As Scullion 
warns, the links to ritual observed in the plays tend to be ‘vague’ and thus ‘seem persuasive only to 
those inclined to assume a priori that Athenian dramatic poets somehow ought to have based their 
plots on ritual’.32 At times it stretches credibility that the connections unearthed by Bowie were 
simultaneously noticed by the contemporary Athenian audience, or at the very least considered of 
value by them.33 As McGlew observes, the audience imagined by Bowie seems ‘somewhat 
humourless’ and more invested in the mythic and ritual connections instead of the social 
commentary present in the plays.34 Regardless of these limitations, Bowie’s work remains a 
valuable contribution to studies regarding myth and ritual in Aristophanes’ work. However, my 
research, while aided by the work of Bowie, will ultimately be adopting a different methodology 
                                                 
25 Given 2009: 112. 
26 Given 2009: 114-6. 
27 See also Bowie 2000; 2010.   
28 Scullion 2014: 349. 
29 Bowie 1993: xiii, 5-6. Bowie’s approach also owes much to Francis Macdonald Cornford’s book, The Origin of Attic 
Comedy (1934), which similarly examined the relation between ritual and the comedies. However, Bowie does not 
attempt to connect the plays into one unified ritual structure, which Cornford has been criticised for (Bowie 1993: 3-5).  
30 Kanavou 2011: 383; Scullion 2014: 349. 
31 Rosen 1994 BMCR 94.10.11. 
32 Scullion 2014: 349.  
33 Sommerstein 1994: 188. 
34 McGlew 1994 BMCR 94.10.10. 
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and focus.35 Instead of focusing on myth and ritual, I instead propose to examine closely how 
deities are portrayed in Aristophanes’ comedies, and how this treatment differs from wider 
Athenian popular culture. 
 
1.3 Festival License 
 
‘Festival license’ is also sometimes forwarded as an explanation for why the gods could be mocked 
on the comic stage. Festival license refers to the manner in which festivals allow for the dismissal or 
the inversion of social norms during their celebration. Speech that is normally unacceptable in 
public life is allowed during such occasions.36 This theory, while normally associated by scholars 
with the comic freedom to slander political figures, has also been used to explain religious mockery 
on the stage.37 Further discussion on this topic will be undertaken in the conclusion. However, an 
overview of the state of the debate will be attempted here, focusing on the stances taken by 
Sommerstein and Halliwell.  
 
Sommerstein forcefully argues against the idea that comic ridicule was exempt from the laws on 
slander. He criticises the theory that comedy was exempt from such laws due to a license granted by 
its festival context. Instead, he argues that comedy was restricted by three different kinds of laws. 
Firstly, there existed general laws which restricted actions or speech that were considered dangerous 
to the Athenian polis. Such laws could always potentially be enforced, but rarely were in practice.38 
However, Cleon did rely on one of these laws, in 426/5 BC, when he accused Aristophanes (or his 
producer, Callistratos) of endangering the polis in front of foreign allies in his Babylonians (Ʃ Ar. 
Ach. 377-82, 502-3).39 Secondly, there were various laws that restricted certain ‘unspeakable 
words’, such as accusing someone of murder, beating his mother or father, or dropping his shield.40 
Sommerstein argues that comedy overall abided by these laws and did not utter the ‘unspeakable 
words’ that they forbade. The primary exception was, of course, Cleonymus, who is accused of 
dropping his shield. However, according to Sommerstein, it is likely that this reflected the truth and 
                                                 
35 Ismene Lada-Richards adopts a similar methodology in her book, Initiating Dionysus (1999), which identifies the 
mythical substructure in Aristophanes’ Frogs. Similar to Bowie, the validity of Lada-Richards’ interpretations have 
been questioned (Scullion 2014: 349). However, a full discussion of this book and its limitations will be undertaken 
when Frogs is analysed later.  
36 Halliwell 1984: 8; 1991: 54, 69; Parker 2005: 171-3.  
37 MacDowell 1995: 221; Sourvinou-Inwood 2003: 177; Parker 2005: 149.  
38 Sommerstein 2004a: 206-7, 215. 
39 Sommerstein 2004a: 209-10. Cleon possibly attempted to indict Aristophanes again after his Knights, but the 
politician and playwright seem to have come to terms before the matter was brought to trial. However, it is uncertain 
what the accusation entailed, as this may have instead been about Aristophanes’ citizenship status, rather than his plays 
(Sommerstein 2004b: 161-3). 
40 Sommerstein 2004a: 207, 214. 
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thus should not considered to be an actionable slander.41 Thirdly, Sommerstein argues that there 
was at least one specific degree introduced in 440/39 BC, which banned the slandering of an 
individual by name.42 This decree was repealed only three years later in 437/6 BC; however, during 
this time, Aristophanes does seem to have followed the letter of the law, and refrained from 
personally slandering individuals in his comedies.43 Thus Sommerstein concludes that: 
Neither in theory nor in practice was comedy above the law: its freedom of speech was 
no greater and no less than that of every Athenian. The Dionysiac tradition of 
aischrologia enabled it to say many things that in other contexts would have been 
improper; but it had no special right to say things that in other contexts would have 
been illegal.44 
 
Additionally, Sommerstein argues against the theory of ‘festival license’.  For example, he argues 
that Cleon would not have attempted to charge Aristophanes if comedy was protected by the 
Dionysiac festival.45 Sommerstein states that ‘the law gave comedy no special protection’, and 
instead asserts that public opinion provided a measure of protection, making politicians hesitant to 
risk the ire of the public by taking action against the comic playwrights.46 In this way, Sommerstein 
argues against the notion that comedy was protected from the law by its Dionysiac festival setting. 
In particular, he states that festival license is ‘entirely a modern construction with no support 
whatever in contemporary texts’.47   
 
In contrast to Sommerstein, Halliwell argues that comedy was protected by a festival license which 
gave comic playwrights the freedom to ignore laws against slander and unspeakable words. As with 
Sommerstein, Halliwell acknowledges that there were laws prohibiting certain kinds of slander and 
he examines the plays and fragments for instances of vilification that oppose such laws.48 He locates 
instances of when comedy mocked serving generals and the dead, and accused individuals of being 
a shield-discarder or of working in the agora.49 Consequently, Halliwell argues that ‘comedy 
unambiguously, colourfully, and not infrequently has recourse to satirical topics of various kinds 
which fell within the legal definition of slander’.50 Further, he argues that the lack of other types of 
slander does not mean that playwrights needed to abide by the law. Rather, Halliwell suggests that 
such vilification may not have always been suitable for satire, or may have only featured 
                                                 
41 Sommerstein 2004a: 214. 
42 Sommerstein 2004a: 208-9.  
43 Sommerstein 2004a: 216. 
44 Sommerstein 2004a: 216. 
45 Sommerstein 2004b: 154. 
46 Sommerstein 2004b: 166-7. 
47 Sommerstein 2004b: 154. 
48 Halliwell 1991: 50-1. 
49 See Halliwell (1991: 51-4) for more information on these instances.   
50 Halliwell 1991: 54. See also Rosenbloom 2014: 303. 
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occasionally.51 Accordingly, Halliwell argues that comic playwrights did not have to navigate 
carefully, and often risk breaking, the laws against slander. Rather, he states: 
It is much more economical to infer that there was simply no essential expectation 
that comedy was ever granted a technical exemption, only that its culturally 
determined position placed its festival performances outside the framework in which 
defamatory or vilificatory utterances could readily be perceived as actionable.52 
 
In this way, Halliwell argues that comedy had an unmatched level of freedom to mock and to utter 
shameful language.53 
 
This freedom of speech is also reflected in the ancient sources. For example, Lysias, in a speech 
against Cinesias states             
      <>     (‘is he not 
the man who performs such transgressions against the gods, offenses which are shameful for others 
to even say, yet you hear of them from the comic playwrights each year?’ fr. 195 Carey). Similarly, 
Isocrates declares that ‘although this is a free government, there exists no “freedom of speech” 
() except that which is enjoyed in this Assembly by the most reckless orators, who care 
nothing for your welfare, and in the theatre by the comic poets’ (Isoc. 8.14). It is thus clear that both 
Lysias and Isocrates understood that comedy experienced a greater freedom of speech beyond other 
genres in classical Athens.54  
 
Additionally, Halliwell observes that much of the evidence for legal actions taken against old 
comedy derives from unreliable or clearly post-classical sources.55 In particular, the theory that 
there were various official attempts to legalise comedy seems to have become embedded in the 
exegesis tradition, and was invoked by various Hellenistic scholars commenting on the plays. It 
likely arose as an explanation for the transition of the political invective of old comedy to the more 
domestic focus of middle and new comedy. However, this does not prove that this theory is 
accurate, since many of the scholia are dubious, or based upon unsound extrapolations from the 
texts.56 When legal action does seem to have been taken against a comedian, such as the decree of 
440/39 BC and Cleon’s response to Babylonians, Halliwell emphasises that such attempts were 
ultimately short-lived or unsuccessful, and were generated by the heightened tensions surrounding 
                                                 
51 Halliwell 1991: 53. 
52 Halliwell 1991: 54. 
53 Halliwell 1991: 70; 2004: 137; 2008: 244, 246. 
54 Halliwell 1991: 67; 2008: 246-7. 
55 Halliwell 1991: 55-6.  
56 Heath 1987: 27; Halliwell 1991: 56. See also Rosenbloom 2014: 304.  
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the war.57 He observes that, aside from the difficulties in the source material, this situation 
demonstrates that ‘comedy’s freedoms were not absolute (of course; no freedom was in Athenian 
democracy), but that does not diminish their general force’.58 Further, Halliwell emphasises that 
Cleon needed to ‘invoke an exceptional principle’ in order to bring Aristophanes to court, and that, 
ultimately, this technique was still not successful. Aristophanes was even able to respond with 
personal vilification against the politician in his Knights.59 In this manner, Halliwell argues against 
the notion that there were repeated attempts by politicians to restrain the free speech of comedy. 
Halliwell thus strongly disagrees with Sommerstein, stating that ‘I disagree radically with his 
excessively positivist treatment of many texts he cites’.60 
 
Comedy was given this freedom to slander and engage in aischrologia because the plays were 
performed during a Dionysiac festival. Halliwell argues for this in his more recent book, Greek 
Laughter: A Study of Cultural Psychology from Homer to Early Christianity (2008), which 
produces a detailed survey of the instances of ritual laughter and aischrologia in the Greek world.61 
Many of Dionysus’ cults incorporated occasions of ritual laughter and obscenity, and old comedy 
functioned in a similar way. In particular, Halliwell argues that the abusive and shameful language 
on the comic stage paralleled similar ritual practices in various Athenian cults, particularly those 
dedicated to Dionysus or Demeter.62 Additionally, he observes that many of the plays incorporated 
ritual elements into their performances, further connecting the comedies to their religious context.63 
Old comedy also exhibited characteristics of a phallic ritual, and was believed to have derived from 
such practices (Arist. Poetics 4.1449a10-3). As mentioned earlier, there is limited evidence to prove 
definitively that comedy originated from these cults. However, there was at least a contemporary 
belief that comedy was connected to these rituals, despite the actual difficulty in proving a historical 
connection.64 Consequently, like these occasions of ‘institutionalised shamelessness’, old comedy 
also ‘can be said to translate the energy of shame wholeheartedly into laughter, institutionalising 
and in sense ritualising this conversion of a potentially negative force into the celebrations of 
communal enjoyment’.65 In this way, comedy was protected by a festival license, as a celebrated 
and institutionalised component of the Dionysiac festival.66  
 
                                                 
57 Halliwell 1991: 59, 70. See also Heath 1987: 27. 
58 Halliwell 2004: 139 n. 61. 
59 Halliwell 2004: 139 n. 61. 
60 Halliwell 2004: 139 n. 61.  
61 Halliwell 2008: 155-206. 
62 Halliwell 2008: 191, 206.  
63 Halliwell 2008: 206. 
64 Halliwell 2008: 206. 
65 Halliwell 2008: 247-8. 
66 Halliwell 1991: 69-70; 2008: 158.  
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For example, a quote from Heraclitus, preserved in Clement of Alexandria’s Protrepticus, states 
that             
 (‘for if it were not for Dionysus that they held solemn procession and sang the phallic hymn, 
they would be acting most shamefully’ 2.34.5). Therefore, during Dionysiac festivals, people could 
engage in abusive and shameful behaviour considered inappropriate in other situations.67 Similarly, 
in Aristotle’s Politics, the philosopher grants an exemption to obscenity performed in cultic 
contexts, when he argues that it should otherwise be banned to protect the young (7.1336b.4-9). 
Aristotle exempts from this ban           
 (‘a certain class of gods to whom the law allows even scurrility’ 7.1336b.17-8). Directly 
afterwards, Aristotle mentions iambic poetry and comedy, stating that children should not be 
allowed at such events until they are educated enough not to be influenced by the obscenity 
(7.1336b.20-4). The train of thought in this passage indicates that Aristotle connects comic 
aischrologia with other ritualised occasions of obscenity. Accordingly, comedy is given an 
exemption from his ban on obscenity.68 Halliwell thus argues that comedy exhibited a tendency 
towards extreme aischrologia and personal mockery that was characteristic of certain cults and 
rituals.69 A more detailed discussion of festival license and aischrologia will be undertaken in the 
conclusion of this thesis. However, it is so far evident that the theory of festival license is not solely 
a modern construction, and is useful tool for understanding how old comedy functioned in Athenian 
society. 
 
Halliwell’s argument for festival license is compelling, as it is supported by an extensive survey of 
how ritual laughter and aischrologia function in other Greek cults. His book demonstrates that the 
obscenity in Aristophanes’ plays function in a similar manner to the obscenity and personal 
mockery prevalent in Dionysian rituals. Further, Sommerstein’s argument that comedy needed to 
navigate the laws on slander does not account for the various instances when comedy ignored said 
laws. Additionally, the evidence for repeated attempts to restrict comic freedom of speech is limited 
and of questionable value. His argument does not account for the religious function of comedy as an 
integral part of a Dionysiac festival. By pushing the boundaries of what is acceptable, Aristophanes’ 
comedies are performing a Dionysian act, paralleling the ritualised obscenity that was a feature in 
many of his cults. However, it should be noted that the theory of festival license alone is not a 
sufficient explanation for how comedy is able to mock and abuse the gods. It is the aim of this 
                                                 
67 Halliwell 2008: 181-2; Rosen 2015: 71. 
68 Henderson 1975: 14-5; Heath 1987: 27; Halliwell 1991: 69. 
69 Halliwell 2008: 206. 
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thesis to go beyond the notion of ‘festival license’ by demonstrating that Aristophanes moderated 
his impiety by relying on and adapting the traditional beliefs of the Athenians. 
 
1.4 Mocking the Gods in Homer 
 
The old comic poets were not the only ones to have disrespected the gods, since even in classical 
times Homer was criticised for how he treated the Olympians. Xenophanes, as preserved by Sextus 
Empiricus in his Against the Professors, was critical of how Homer depicted the ‘lawless deeds of 
immortals, thieving and wenching and dealing deceitfully one with another’ (289). In Plato’s 
Republic, Socrates is quite critical of how Homer depicts the gods in an unbecoming way and he 
states that ‘if our young men were to listen to these kind of lines seriously and not laugh at them as 
despicable, a person would hardly think himself beneath such conduct and rebuke himself’ (5.388b-
389a). The Homeric texts feature various examples of such scenes, with the gods laughing at each 
other and engaging in slapstick and farce, which one would consider inappropriate for seemingly 
immortal and omnipotent beings. For example, Socrates criticises a scene in the Iliad where 
Hephaistos draws attention to his infirmity, causing laughter to arise among the gods (1.597-600). 
Additionally, in the Iliad, the almighty Zeus is deceived by Hera and fooled by a ribbon. He is 
seduced by his wife and, as the two gods make love, Hera uses the distraction to turn the tide of the 
Trojan War in her favour (14.154-361). In the Odyssey there is a tale told by the poet, Demodocus, 
of how Hephaestus created a contraption to catch Aphrodite and Ares in their adulterous 
relationship (8.266-369). The male gods come to see the spectacle, laughing at the predicament of 
the two lovers. Hermes even declares that he would endure such bonds for a chance to sleep with 
Aphrodite, a statement that spurs laughter from all the gods, except Poseidon (8.338-44). It would 
thus appear that old comedy was not the only genre to treat the gods disrespectfully. 
 
The mockery of the gods in the Iliad and Odyssey functions differently to old comedy. On 
Olympus, the consequences are often laughable, and act as a comic distraction or foil to the very 
serious consequences of human actions.70 For example, the adultery of Ares and Aphrodite results 
in a laughable situation and the promise of financial compensation, while the adultery of Helen 
spurs a decade-long war and the destruction of Troy.71 Further, in the Iliad there is an epic battle 
between the gods which is ‘reminiscent of children in a schoolyard’.72 This battle is exaggerated, 
akin to slapstick and peppered with insults as the divine siblings gloat over their fallen kin (21.383-
                                                 
70 Brown 1989: 291; Meltzer 1990: 279; Halliwell 2008: 68. 
71 Dietrich 1979: 136. 
72 Seeskin 1977: 299. See also Bell 2007: 115. 
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525).73 Poor Artemis even runs crying to her father after her ears are boxed by Hera (489-513). 
However, it is clear that Homer is not simply disrespecting the gods, but using them as a literary 
tool to emphasise the differences between humans and the divine. This last scene functions as a 
parody, mimicking real battle but without the fatal and tragic consequences that the Trojan heroes 
must face.74 In this world filled with war and devastation, only the gods have the luxury of engaging 
in laughter and comedy.75 However, while this laughter may be an indication of the Olympian 
detachment from mortal concerns, it also is a demonstration that the gods are not so different from 
humans after all. Their laughter is motivated by the all-too-human desire for power and honour, and 
the slapstick and hijinks of the gods makes them seem approachable and familiar to the human 
audience.76  
 
This is not to argue that Homer did not take the gods seriously, since indeed the Iliad and Odyssey 
are filled with sacrifices, libations and oaths in their names.77 The gods in these works have the 
capabilities to affect the tide of war and alter the fate of humanity, and this is not undermined by 
their more comedic aspects. The gods in these works are serious figures of worship and, aside from 
these few scenes, are treated with the appropriate respect and awe that is their due.78 Accordingly, 
the gods of the Homeric epics are quite different to the gods of old comedy, despite the similar 
comic treatment. The gods on the old comic stage are not powerful or awe-inspiring figures. 
Repeatedly, the gods and their rites are disrespected and mocked by their human counterparts. In 
contrast, in the Homeric epics the gods only engage in burlesque and slapstick when among their 
own kind. Humans may tell stories of their more ridiculous moments, but they are never a direct 
witness to such occasions. In the epics, humour is the prerogative of the divine.79 In contrast, old 
comedy mocks the gods in the presence of humans and for a human audience. It is thus clear that, 
while old comedy may have been inspired by the divine slapstick and humour present in the 
Homeric texts, it goes well beyond the disrespect of the epic poet.  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
73 Seeskin 1977: 299; Bell 2007: 115. 
74 Seeskin 1977: 299; Brown 1989: 291.  
75 Seeskin 1977: 301. 
76 Seeskin 1977: 300, 305; Halliwell 2008: 64. 
77 Seeskin 1977: 299; Griffin 1980: 148. 
78 Seeskin 1977: 299. See Griffin (1980: 144-78) for a more thorough discussion of how the gods are portrayed and 
treated in a manner befitting their divinity.  
79 Seeskin 1977: 301. 
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1.5 Popular Religion 
 
This thesis is using the notion of ‘popular religion’ as first formulated by Jon Mikalson in his book, 
Athenian Popular Religion (1983).80 The term ‘popular religion’ does not refer to the beliefs of the 
lower and middle classes of Athenians, nor is it a derogatory term, but rather means:  
Religious views and attitudes that were acceptable to the majority of Athenians in the 
late fifth and fourth centuries. These are the views and beliefs which were a part of the 
common cultural experience of the Athenians and which were spoken of and acted upon 
daily by average Athenian citizens.81  
 
In other words, popular religion means the shared religious assumptions of the classical 
Athenians.82 Mikalson excludes those beliefs that he classes as ‘innovative or idiosyncratic’, such as 
the ones evident in philosophical works, unless they evidently reflected the beliefs of contemporary 
Athenians.83 Rather, Mikalson’s summary of Athenian popular religion is primarily based on public 
speeches, inscriptions and the historical works of Xenophon.84 In particular, Mikalson praises 
public oratory as the preeminent source of information about Athenian beliefs, since the speeches 
were performed before an audience whom the speaker wished to influence. Moreover, this audience 
was primarily composed of non-elite citizens. Thus Mikalson reasons that the speaker would have 
consciously selected those religious attitudes that were most acceptable to the broadest range of 
Athenians.85 While this thesis will be utilising Mikalson’s notion of popular religion to interpret 
Aristophanes’ work, some caveats need to be mentioned. 
 
Firstly, relying on oratory does not always provide the fullest image of Athenian popular religion. 
As mentioned previously, the speeches serve as evidence for values which could be expressed in a 
public setting. However, this does not necessarily mean such values are truer to the Athenian belief 
system than the often grittier realities portrayed on the tragic stage. As Parker states, ‘tragedy, it can 
be argued, imitates the more immediate, uncensored play of emotion, and reveals the private 
realities behind oratory's public façade’.86 Parker provides the following examples of values 
inexpressible in public speech, but present in tragedy and other genres: the possible nonexistence of 
the gods, divine indifference to humanity, and the influence of dreams on everyday actions. Such 
elements, while not appropriate for the speeches, are still a feature of the Athenian religious 
                                                 
80 Mikalson afterwards uses his notion of popular religion to analyse tragedy, Hellenistic religion, Herodotus, 
philosophy and inscriptions (1991, 1998, 2003, 2010, 2016). 
81 Mikalson 1983: 5-6. 
82 See Sourvinou-Inwood (1997: 161) and Gagné (2015: 94) for similar terminology in reference to tragedy’s 
interaction with the shared assumptions of its audience.  
83 Mikalson 1983: 6. 
84 Mikalson 1983: 7. 
85 Mikalson 1983: 7-8.  
86 Parker 1997: 157. 
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experience.87 Relying primarily on oratory, while excluding poetic texts, can thus result in an 
unbalanced perception of popular religion.88 As Kindt observes, both of these genres ‘converse with 
popular religion by drawing on and relating to the religious experiences of their respective 
audiences’.89 Accordingly, the cautious use of a variety of different genres can provide a clearer 
picture of the shared religious knowledge and beliefs of Aristophanes’ audience. However, public 
oratory does provide a distinctly useful comparison to comedy, as Aristophanes frequently 
transgresses into topics considered unacceptable for public speech.  
 
Further, popular religion was a multifaceted and complex interaction between individuals, 
communities and different genres of texts. Greek religion was essentially a continuous dialogue, 
consisting of both overlap and competition, occurring between individuals, communities, and 
genres.90 In particular, in a recently published chapter on popular theology, Eidinow argues: 
Rather than discussing any single theology, we need to look for multiple narratives – 
popular theologies – developing simultaneously, within and among individuals and 
groups, spread via, and reﬂecting, relationship ties of various kinds.91  
 
This dialogue is assisted by texts, such as literary or oratorical texts, which serve to create and 
manipulate the shared religious beliefs of the Athenians.92 Thus Parker states that ‘“real religion”… 
is itself a jostling mass of competing beliefs and values and interpretations and uncertainties’.93 
When speaking of the popular religion of the Athenian population, it is thus acknowledged that this 
belief system was not fixed, isolated and easily quantifiable. Further, oratory and tragedy both 
provide insight into the popular religion of the Athenians, but also played parts in creating and 
informing this religious system.  
 
Overall, when examining Aristophanes’ portrayal of divinities on the comic stage, Mikalson’s 
notion of popular religion will still be used. Evidence for the shared religious assumptions held by 
the majority of the Athenian population will be drawn from a variety of different sources, with 
suitable caution given to individual contexts and biases. Both oratory and other literary sources 
provide evidence for the popular religious beliefs of the audience in differing ways. Comedy 
similarly is embedded in this religious dialogue. However, in order to determine how Aristophanes 
portrays the gods on the comic stage, an arbitrary line has been drawn between comedy and this 
                                                 
87 Parker 1997: 157. See Martin (2009: 205-7) for further details about the religious elements avoided by the orators. In 
particular, he observes that in oratory there was a strict convention against mentioning the possibility of divine 
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wider religious system. It is necessary to separate comedy from this religious dialogue in order to 
gain further insight into the unique portrayal of the gods on the comic stage.  
 
1.6 Impiety in Classical Athens 
 
In order to judge how Aristophanes treats the gods of popular religion, it is important to distinguish 
exactly what was considered pious and impious in classical Athenian society. By doing so, it will 
then be possible to observe whether the characterisations of the gods in old comedy would be 
considered impious outside of the theatrical space. The following section will begin with some 
general observations on impiety and piety. Then three cases studies will be examined in order to 
explore these observations further: Socrates’ trial, the sacrileges committed before the Sicilian 
expedition, and the so-called intellectual trials. 
 
Euthyphro in Plato provides a useful overview of what was considered to be pious and impious in 
classical Athenian society:  
             
               
         :     
        
 
However, I say simply that when one knows how to say and to do what is gratifying to 
the gods, in praying and sacrificing, that is holiness, and such things bring salvation to 
individual families and to states; and the opposite of what is gratifying to the gods is 
impious, and that overturns and destroys everything (Pl. Euthphr. 14b; cf. 6e-7a). 
 
This passage demonstrates the antithetical relationship between ‘piety’ and ‘impiety’, since 
discussing either concept often provides insight into the other.94 Euthyphro’s statements can be 
taken to reflect popular religious views, even though they are scrutinised by this philosophical 
work.95 The term commonly translated as impiety is , which generally denotes the lack of 
respect for either the gods or the religious customs and beliefs of the polis.96 For example, Ps.-
Aristotle states that, ‘transgression in regard to gods and spirits, or even in regard to the departed 
and to parents and country, is impiety’ ( - Ps.-Arist. De. virt. vit. 1251a30; cf. Pl. Resp. 
10.615c, Symp. 188c, Xen. Mem. 2.2.13).97 Some specific instances of impiety were profaning the 
Eleusinian Mysteries, improperly sacrificing, participating in cult or entering a temple when not 
allowed, violating a temple or sacred objects, murdering someone on sacred ground, not abiding by 
suppliant customs, breaking oaths and not treating parents correctly. Further, impiety also consisted 
                                                 
94 Mikalson 1983: 91. 
95 Mikalson 2010: 30, 204. 
96 Zaidman and Pantel 1992: 11. 
97 See Bowden (2015: 329-31) for a detailed discussion about asebeia towards both gods and mortals.  
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of not believing or properly respecting the gods, or incorporating foreign cults and gods into the 
polis without the state’s authorisation.98  
 
In contrast, what was considered to be pious (usually called either or ) is often 
simply the opposite of what was impious, since the latter was discussed more often in the sources.99 
However, in particular, the maintenance of ancestral customs was considered to be pious and of 
prime importance.100 For example, Lysias states: 
              
              
     
 
And how could a man show greater piety than mine, when I demand, first that our 
sacrifices be performed according to our ancestral rules, and second that they be those 
which tend to promote the interests of the city, and finally those which the people have 
decreed and which we shall be able to afford out of the public revenue? (Lys. 30.19)  
 
This passage demonstrates the primacy of ancestral tradition, but also provides an example of how 
individual obligations were related to the maintenance and wellbeing of the polis. As Zaidman and 
Pantel summarise, to be pious was to ‘believe in the efficacy of the symbolic system that the city 
has established for the purpose of managing relations between gods and men, and to participate in 
it, moreover, in the most vigorously active manner possible’.101 Thus when Socrates visited the 
Priestess of Delphi and enquired about sacrifice and the cult of ancestors, she replied: ‘follow the 
custom () of the State: that is the way to act piously’ ( - Xen. Mem. 1.3.1). This ideal 
is also reflected in a speech of Isocrates:  
For their only care was not to destroy any institution of their fathers and to introduce 
nothing which was not approved by custom, believing that reverence () 
consists, not in extravagant expenditures, but in disturbing none of the rites which their 
ancestors had handed on to them (Isoc. 7.30; cf. Dem. 59.75-7). 
 
Therefore, ensuring the continued maintenance and correct performance of ancestral custom was an 
important aspect of being pious.  
 
Those who did the opposite were impious, and accordingly attracted the ire of the gods.102 For 
example, as quoted above, ‘the opposite of what is gratifying to the gods is impious, and that 
overturns and destroys everything’ (Pl. Euthphr. 14b). And, as Ps.-Lysias states, ‘surely it is just 
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and good to have a care for those beings by whom you may be either well or ill-treated’ (6.15; cf. 
6.3, 6.20, 6.31, 6.53).103 Importantly, the gods may not only punish the individual who was impious, 
but they may also punish their family or community.104 For example, Ps.-Lysias urges the city to 
punish the impiety of Andocides, since his impious presence could endanger those surrounding 
him: 
What person, whether friend or relation or townsman, is to incur the open enmity of the 
gods by showing him secret favour? You should therefore, consider that to-day, in 
punishing Andocides and in ridding yourselves of him, you are cleansing the city, you 
are solemnly purifying it from pollution, you are dispatching a foul scapegoat, you are 
getting rid of a reprobate (Ps.-Lys. 6.53). 
 
In this manner, piety is a communal obligation, genuinely maintained by both the polis and its 
citizens. Being pious, and thus ensuring the gods remained pleased with both Athens and its people, 
sustains the wellbeing of both.  
 
1.6.1 The Trial of Socrates 
 
Having now established a general idea of what impiety and piety were in Classical Athens, a few 
case-studies will be discussed to explore further these phenomena. In particular, the famous 
execution of Socrates serves as one of the best documented examples of how the Athenian law-
courts treated impiety. Socrates was charged, because       
             (‘he corrupts 
the youth and does not believe in the gods the state believes in, but in other new spiritual beings’ Pl. 
Ap. 24b-c, 26c).105 Further, Socrates was charged for creating new deities without the approval of 
the Athenian state, as demonstrated by Plato’s Euthyphro: ‘for he says I am a maker of gods; and 
because I make new gods and do not believe ()in the old ones, he indicted me for the 
sake of these old ones, as he says’ (3b). 
 
It would seem evident from the charges that Socrates was accused of impiety in part because he 
held unconventional beliefs and corrupted the youth with these beliefs. However, a number of 
scholars argue that the law-courts were only concerned with punishing improper ritual acts, rather 
than the incorrect beliefs of an individual.106 However, as Parker observes, the argument that 
impiety was only related to ritual practices, rather than a person’s belief or words, is ‘too 
                                                 
103 For the authenticity of Ps.-Lys. 6 see Todd 2000: 63-4. 
104 Mikalson 1983: 104; Burkert 1985: 274. See Bowden’s (2015: 329-31) recently published chapter about being in a 
‘state’ of impiety, and how this meant individuals could be debarred from certain ritual activities or communities.  
105 See also Xen. Mem. 1.1.1. For the preserved indictment, see Diog. Laet. 2.40. 
106 As observed by Cohen 1991: 210. For example, see Allen (1980: 17-18) and Mikalson (1983: 92). 
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extreme’.107 While it was not as common for individuals to be prosecuted for their belief, such cases 
could still occur when their opinions questioned the credibility of the cults of the polis.108 In 
particular, unconventional beliefs could be viewed as dangerous, if they inspired others to follow 
their example (cf. Pl. Leg. 10.908b-e).109 Thus the fear that Socrates was ‘corrupting’ his students, 
because he likewise taught them not to believe in the gods (Pl. Ap. 26b). As Bowden summarises, 
‘anything that was perceived as likely to disturb… whether it was what someone said, or did, of 
perhaps even thought, was a threat that had to be dealt with, and  was the term used to 
describe that threat’.110 Accordingly, Xenophon, who wanted to refute the charge against Socrates, 
repeatedly emphasised that not only were his actions pious, but his words too:  
          
            
              
      
 
I wonder, then, how the Athenians can have been persuaded that Socrates was a 
freethinker, when he never said or did anything contrary to sound religion, and his 
utterances about the gods and his behaviour towards them were the words and 
actions of a man who is truly religious and deserves to be thought so (Xen. Mem. 
1.1.20; cf. 1.1.10, 3.1). 
 
Thus, the Athenians did not clearly differentiate between impious acts and belief when prosecuting 
individuals for impiety, since both could prove dangerous to the city.111 Socrates’ trial thus proves 
that unconventional religious beliefs and the publicising of those beliefs were viewed in classical 
Athens as impiety.  
 
Another significant issue that scholars raise is whether Socrates’ trial served as a strictly political 
attack by his enemies, rather than a concerted effort to punish his impiety.112 Socrates’ teachings 
were believed to have influenced some members of the Thirty Tyrants of 404 BC, who illegally 
executed thousands of Athenian citizens (Xen. Hell. 2.3). He also taught Alcibiades, who betrayed 
Athens during the Peloponnesian War (Thuc. 6.92). Accordingly, there was sufficient motivation to 
attack Socrates in the law courts. Though, due to the amnesty which meant previous grievances 
were to be forgotten, Socrates could not be charged outright for these actions (Xen. Hell. 2.4.43).113  
Thus Socrates’ impiety serves as the perfect opportunity to attack the philosopher. However, the 
religious elements of Socrates’ trial cannot be ignored. This is because, firstly, it is difficult to 
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111 Bowden 2015: 334. 
112 Bowden 2015: 327.  
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separate political and religious spheres, as they were so closely interrelated in Athenian culture.114 
And secondly, while the accusation may initially have been motivated by a desire to denigrate a 
political opponent, this does not undermine the substance of the case. For example, while both Plato 
and Xenophon defend Socrates by denying he was impious towards the gods, they never actually 
question the legality of the trial.115 As Cohen states, the works of both authors ‘implicitly [rest] 
upon the supposition that the legal basis of the prosecution is legitimate; that if the facts were as 
alleged they would indeed constitute ’.116 Thus, even if the trial was politically motivated, 
this does not undermine that fact that Socrates’ beliefs and teachings were considered to be impious.  
 
In Plato’s Apology it is inferred twice that Aristophanes’ Clouds contributed to the negative public 
opinion of Socrates and thus motivated the jurors’ decision (18d, 19c). In this play, Socrates is 
portrayed as an impious philosopher who has abandoned the traditional gods and is teaching others 
to follow his example. However, Clouds was performed nearly twenty-five years earlier and was 
received negatively by the audience, casting doubt on how influential the play was on the trial.117 Of 
course, by referring to the ridiculous allegations of the play, Socrates may have been trying to 
distract the jurors from the more serious aspects of the case.118 Nevertheless this play still provides 
an important insight into the popular religious beliefs of the Athenian community.   
 
In Clouds, Strepsiades is angry at the wasteful spending of his son, and he turns to Socrates and his 
Phrontisterion (Thinkery) for help. Socrates has forsaken the traditional gods, and instead believes 
in beings such as the Clouds, the Void, and the Tongue. As Socrates says, ‘these are the only gods; 
all the rest is codswallop’ (Ar. Nub. 365). Under the philosopher’s guidance, Strepsiades decides to 
abandon the traditional gods in lieu of these new deities (420-6). Such deities are present on the 
stage, taking the form of a chorus of Clouds. Throughout the play, the chorus maintain their role as 
‘gods’, until they reveal the gambit to Strepsiades at the conclusion. Strepsiades, having been 
beaten by his son, bemoans that he entrusted his fate to the Clouds and they have led him astray 
(1447-51). However, the chorus correct Strepsiades and reveal that ‘no, you are responsible for 
bringing it on yourself, because you turned yourself towards evil actions’ (1454-5). They then 
reveal that, because of his wickedness, they ‘cast him into misery, that he may learn to fear the 
gods’ (1459-61). In this way, the impiety of Strepsiades is made apparent and the Clouds are shown 
to be false gods. Strepsiades beseeches the Herm in front of his house to forgive him, speaking to 
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the statue as if the god himself could respond. Strepsiades, apparently urged on by Hermes, then 
proceeds to set fire to the Phrontisterion (1476-94). As he does so, Strepsiades rallies the audience 
to ‘chase them, hit them, pelt them for a hundred causes, but most of all remembering how they 
wronged the gods!’ (1508-9).119 Aristophanes’ comic protagonist, with the divine approval of 
Hermes, thus ensures Socrates’ impious rejection of the gods is appropriately punished.120     
 
In this play, Socrates is portrayed as endangering the community by subverting the celestial order 
and teaching his impiety to others. Further, the play draws connections between the Phrontisterion 
of Socrates and mystery cults such as the Eleusinian Mysteries, further highlighting the 
inappropriateness of Socrates’ actions and his hijacking of the religious sphere.121 At the 
conclusion, the supposed ‘Clouds’ eventually reveal themselves, as Fletcher states, to be ‘agents of 
traditional morality’, who teach Strepsiades the error of his ways.122 Socrates’ unsanctioned cult-site 
is then burned to the ground in the name of the gods it neglected. In this way, Clouds is a direct 
contrast to the other plays discussed in this thesis, which repeatedly mock and parody the gods and 
their rites. Socrates is punished for worshipping false deities in Clouds, yet in his other plays, 
Aristophanes’ protagonists overturn the entire cosmic system and are rewarded. In this manner, 
Clouds is an extreme example of how old comedy could affirm the customs of Athenian religion 
and defend their gods. This thesis focuses on how old comedy mocked the Athenian gods and, as 
such, Clouds does not fall within the purview of this project. However, this play serves as a 
fantastic insight into impiety in classical Athens and the concern over intellectuals and their 
improper treatment of the gods.  
 
1.6.2 Profaning the Mysteries and Mutilating the 
Herms 
 
On the eve of the Sicilian expedition, the Athenian state was shocked by religious scandal. As 
Thucydides records, ‘nearly all of the stone Hermae in the city of Athens had had their faces 
disfigured by being cut about’ (Thuc. 6.27; cf. Ps.-Lys. 6.51). Further, there were also ‘mock 
celebrations of the mysteries held in private houses’ (Thuc. 6.28; cf. Andoc. 1.11). A later 
prosecution speech against Andocides by Ps.-Lysias provides further detail on how the Mysteries 
were mocked: ‘[Andocides] donned a ceremonial robe, and in imitation of the rites he revealed the 
                                                 
119 This last scene seems to have been a later edition to the play, after it was revised (Sommerstein 1982: 4; Fletcher 
2012: 172). 
120 Fletcher 2012: 173. 
121 See Marianetti (1993) for a detailed discussion of the connections between the Phrontisterion and the Eleusinian 
Mysteries.  
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sacred things to the uninitiated, and spoke with his lips the forbidden words’ (6.51). Thucydides 
records that ‘the whole affair, indeed, was taken very seriously’, as it appeared to be both an ‘omen’ 
for the upcoming Sicilian expedition and evidence of a conspiracy intending to overthrow the 
people’s democracy (6.27; cf. Andoc. 1.36). Aside from fears for the democracy, the slight against 
the Mysteries alone was a grave offence. For example, Isocrates observes that ‘in matters pertaining 
to the gods the city would be most enraged if any man should be shown to be violating the 
Mysteries’ (16.6). Even Aeschylus was nearly charged, because he revealed forbidden secrets in his 
tragedies, and was only acquitted because he pleaded ignorance (Arist. Eth. Nicom. 1111a6-10; Ael. 
VH 5.19).123 Accordingly, Athens was thrown into a state of uproar and panic as city officials 
frantically tried to hunt down the culprits (Andoc. 1.36; Thuc. 6.53).124 The hysteria reached its 
climax when Diocleides accused three hundred people of mutilating the Herms, including forty who 
were councillors (Andoc. 1.15, 1.37-42).125 The city of Athens was inflamed and Thucydides 
records ‘every day showed an increase in savagery and led to more arrests being made’ (6.60). In 
order to mitigate this panic and his own punishment, Andocides confessed and informed on the 
other individuals who had mutilated the Hermae. Those found guilty of this charge were then 
executed (6.60). Fragments of the so-called Attic Stelae attest that the property of the accused was 
also sold (IG3 I.421-30).126 The informer, Andocides, was released, though for his actions Ps.-
Lysias states that ‘priestesses and priests stood up and cursed him’ (6.51). Alcibiades, who had been 
implicated in these sacrileges from the start, was recalled from the Sicilian expedition. Rather than 
face possible execution, Alcibiades fled (Thuc. 6.53-61; cf. Andoc. 1.11-4).  
 
It is thus evident that sacrilege was treated with the utmost severity, and leaving such actions 
unpunished was considered to result in disastrous consequences for the entire city. The figures 
accused of impious behaviour also faced severe consequences. It is certainly true that there were 
political factors involved in these impieties; however, just as with Socrates’ trial, the religious 
factors cannot be ignored.127 Rather, as Parker observes, the ‘two terrors stoked each other’s 
fires’.128 The suspected political motivations behind the impious attacks would have only increased 
the Athenian anger further.129 Additionally, those involved in the mutilation of the Herms were 
accused of , rather than high treason.130 It is thus evident that the Athenian polis was not 
solely responding to a political attack. Accordingly, these sacrileges provide an example of how 
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fearful the Athenian polis was of impieties committed against its cults and traditions, and the 
perceived ramifications if such impieties were left unpunished.  
 
1.6.3 Intellectual Trials 
 
During the fifth-century various other instances of religious impiety possibly occurred. Prior to the 
above scandals, a poet, Diagoras the Melian, was outlawed from Athens for being ‘impious in 
speech regarding the sacred things and celebrations’ of the Eleusinian Mysteries (Ps.-Lys. 6.17; cf. 
Ar. Av. 1072).131 Admittedly, Ps.-Lysias contrasts the impiety of Diagoras with the greater impiety 
of Andocides, who ‘was impious in act regarding the sanctities of his own city’ (6.17). However, 
the point still stands that Diagoras committed an impious act in publicising unconventional beliefs, 
thereby endangering the Athenian polis.132 Additionally, possibly around 430 BC, the seer 
Diopeithes instituted a decree which ensured the impeachment of those who ‘did not believe 
() in gods, or who taught doctrines regarding the heavens’ (Plut. Per. 32.1).133 This 
decree was aimed at the philosopher, Anaxagoras, in order to implicate indirectly, according to 
Plutarch, Athens’ preeminent politician, Pericles (32.1). Anaxagoras was thus indicted on a charge 
of impiety, ‘since he says that the sun is a stone and the moon earth’ (Pl. Ap. 26d; Diog. Laert. 
2.3.12). Protagoras was also charged, sometime in the fifth century, because of the atheist beliefs 
present in the introduction to his book, On the Gods. In response, ‘the Athenians expelled him; and 
they burnt his works in the marketplace’ (Diog. Laert. 9.8.52).134 Yet this claim is at odds with 
Plato’s comment that Protagoras lived to an old age with an ‘undiminished’ reputation (Pl. Meno 
91e).135  
 
However, each of these events mentioned comes with historical controversies and questions about 
their testimonia. As the evidence for these ‘intellectual trials’ derives mainly from late sources, it is 
possible that these trials did not actually occur, and are instead part of later biographical tradition.136 
Parker observes, ‘in practice, no doubt, the Athenians very rarely moved against verbal impiety…. 
But in such cases we are dealing not with principled tolerance but with a failure to live up to 
intolerant principles’.137 It is likely that accusations of impiety were only ever tried in a law-court 
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when there was a political motivation or anxiety that would cause someone to initiate the trial.138 
However, the entire tradition cannot be rejected.139 Firstly, there is strong evidence indicating that 
Diagoras was indeed exiled from Athens.140 This poet was likely charged either during or following 
the Sicilian sacrileges, when any offense against the Mysteries would not have been tolerated.141 It 
seems clear that Diagoras was prosecuted for speaking out against the Mysteries. However, 
Whitmarsh suggests that there was not likely much distinction drawn between his profanation of the 
Mysteries and his atheistic views, for which he was notorious.142 Secondly, while the only source 
for the decree of Diopeithes is Plutarch, this does not necessarily mean the decree is false. Plutarch 
had access to otherwise lost contemporary documentary sources and the commentaries of Craterus 
of Macedon from the early third century BC.143 Accordingly, this decree can be assumed to be real, 
as there is no definitive argument against this.144 Thirdly, the contemporary evidence concerning 
Anaxagoras indicates that this philosopher was probably prosecuted for impiety.145 Finally, for 
Protagoras, the contemporary account supplied by Plato does seem to indicate that this story is 
indeed a later biographical concoction.146 Overall, however, it is thus evident that various 
individuals were accused of, and prosecuted for, impiety in Classical Athens.  
 
These instances provide further information about how impiety was conceived of in Classical 
Athens. It is possible that Socrates’ trial may have been the culmination of this series of trials which 
prosecuted philosophers and sophists for unconventional beliefs and teachings. However, this claim 
cannot be confirmed by the available evidence.147 Though, the decree of Diopeithes may have 
influenced the charge against Socrates, as suggested by the similar usage of the verb, .148 
Regardless, these trials serve as further evidence for Athens’ severe punishment upon those who 
committed impieties and subsequently endangered the polis. And significantly, they provide further 
indication that impiety was not only about actions, but also extended into speech and beliefs. 
Evidently, the Athenian polis was willing to vigorously prosecute those who both used and spoke of 
the gods in the incorrect way.  
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At the most fundamental level, piety concerned that which was pleasing to the gods, while impiety 
concerned that which was not. Being pious was both an individual and communal obligation, since 
the gods’ displeasure could have severe consequences for both. Accordingly, sacrilege during this 
period was treated with the utmost severity, as evidenced by the fates of Socrates and those 
involved in the Herms’ mutilation. Yet, it is also evident that accusations of impiety did not only 
occur because of improper ritual practices, but could form in response to the publicising of 
unorthodox opinions. Both Socrates’ trial and the intellectual trials that preceded it demonstrate that 
individuals could be prosecuted for spreading their unconventional beliefs. Certainly, such 
prosecutions for unconventional beliefs did not occur often, since political motivations probably 
contributed to whether a case was brought to court. However, blasphemy and the spreading of 
unorthodox or atheistic beliefs were viewed as a threat to the continued safety of the city. Such 
impious beliefs could simultaneously corrupt other individuals and incur the wrath of the gods on 
the city. Thus, while not occurring often, it is evident that the Athenians could respond quite harshly 
to the expression of unconventional religious opinions and to mockery of the gods and their 
established cults.  
 
1.7 The Comedies of Aristophanes 
 
The gods of Aristophanes’ comedies appear to be characterised in a way that seems alarming in 
light of what we know about piety and impiety in classical Athens. However, as evidenced by the 
playwright’s popularity, not in a way alarming to his contemporary audience. The Athenian 
intolerance towards impiety, including the publicising of impious beliefs and opinions, contrasts 
with their lack of concern over the portrayals of gods on the comic stage. Comedy comprised an 
important part of Athenian culture, and was part of large-scale religious festivals that were 
sponsored by the Athenian state itself. It is therefore remarkable that comedy adopts a seemingly 
sacrilegious approach to the gods. Additionally, as has already noted, there is a significant absence 
in Aristophanic scholarship on how exactly he portrayed the gods. Accordingly, the following 
chapters, which examine Peace, Birds, Wealth and Frogs, aim to determine how each play 
individually treats the gods, and also to uncover similarities between these portrayals. These 
chapters will focus on the individual plays, and leave further discussion of old comedy’s festival 
license until the conclusion of the thesis. After establishing how Aristophanes portrayed the gods, it 
will then be argued that old comedy’s license to abuse extended even into the divine realm.  
 
In the following four chapters I will focus on instances when Aristophanes either affirms or distorts 
popular religious beliefs. I will also examine the manner in which the human characters interact 
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with their divine companions on the stage. In particular, the first three plays feature a human 
protagonist who is unhappy with the current world order and so decides to fix the problem. Through 
their actions, the religious status quo is altered and a new world is created. In such a world, 
mockery, insults and mistreatment of the gods and blatant impieties are very common. This remains 
the case even in Frogs, where the patron god of the theatre himself is the protagonist. Regardless, 
Dionysus is mocked and degraded extensively throughout the entirety of the play. Such disrespect 
would have generally been perceived to have been impious, outside of a theatrical context, and 
accordingly would have attracted the wrath of individual citizens and the state. In addition, some 
traditional features of the gods and their worship are grossly distorted on the comic stage. For 
example, the gods are repeatedly portrayed as all-too-human, with physical impairments, and 
human desires and flaws. In this manner Greek religion’s traditional anthropomorphism is 
exaggerated for comic effect. At the same time, however, Aristophanes evidently relied on the 
conventional religious knowledge of his audience as a foundation for his impious jokes. In these 
upside-down worlds, the gods are still recognisably Athenian, since their comic personae are 
constructed from a compilation of their traditional characteristics. Further, the new religious 
regimes established by Aristophanes are remarkably similar to the old system, because they are 
governed by the same customs and beliefs, only with different gods holding the power. Thus, 
notwithstanding Aristophanes’ comic and irreverent treatment of the gods, popular religious values 
were never rejected, but subject to comic exaggeration.  
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Chapter 2 - Aristophanes’ Peace 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
Aristophanes’ Peace begins with the certainty that the gods are real, and are to blame for the current 
war in Greece. Yet, in a comic twist, Trygaeus discovers that they have – literally – vacated the 
premises. And further, that Greece only has itself to blame for its current mess, since in the past it 
had rejected the gods’ attempts to broker peace. Peace portrays an earth which is abandoned by the 
gods; yet the plot of the play is deeply embedded in the divine realm throughout. Peace differs from 
the following two plays, Birds and Wealth, in that it does not dramatize a scheme to overthrow the 
current divine order. The humans of this play do not wish to remove the Olympians. Instead, it is 
the Olympians who have abandoned humanity. In such a world, human agency is the key to fixing 
the world order and establishing peace. In comedy, humans are capable of achieving fabulous feats 
and defying the orders of the gods themselves. Thus despite the fervent threats of Hermes, Trygaeus 
is never punished for treating Hermes disrespectfully or for defying the will of Zeus by freeing 
Peace. Rather, through the course of the play, humanity is able to rectify its previous mistake and 
finally usher in an age of peace.  
 
Peace was produced in 421 BC, and was awarded second prize at the City Dionysia.149 The play 
was performed only ten days before the ratification of the Peace of Nicias, which was to end the 
first part of the Peloponnesian War (Thuc. 5.14-20).150 After ten years of fighting, Athens and 
Sparta were finally desperate to come to an agreement. For example, after suffering at Delium and 
Amphipolis, Athens ‘no longer possessed the same confidence in their strength which had induced 
them to reject previous offers of peace’ (5.14).151 Further, Sparta was desperate to retrieve the 
Spartan soldiers captured at the island of Sphacteria (5.14-5). Finally, with Cleon and Brasidas 
recently killed, ‘the two people who on each side had been most opposed to peace’, a treaty could 
be brokered (5.16; Ar. Pax 429-84). Aristophanes’ Peace was performed just before the successful 
conclusion of these negotiations. Accordingly, Peace is essentially a comic celebration of the 
imminent respite from the war, rather than a fantastical escape from the unending fighting.152 The 
celebratory feeling of the play thus likely corresponds to a contemporary longing for peace. The 
                                                 
149 Sommerstein 1990: xv; Slater 2002: 115. There was possibly also another play called Peace that was staged 
sometime between 410-405 BC, though it was likely a completely different play rather than a restaging (Sommerstein 
1990: xix).   
150 Dover 1972: 137. 
151 This play itself discusses how Athens, alongside Sparta, kept refusing to accept offers of peace (Ar. Pax 603-67). 
152 Dover 1972: 137; McGlew 2001: 88; Sulprizio 2013: 44.  
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general events of the play proceed as follows: Peace’s protagonist, Trygaeus, endeavours to reach 
the gods by flying to the heavens on the back of a dung-beetle, of all things. He intends to question 
Zeus over his actions towards the Greeks, since he blames him for the current war that is 
devastating Greece (68-81, 124-48). After reaching Mt Olympus, Trygaeus meets Hermes, who 
reveals that the gods have abandoned humanity, since the Greeks rejected the gods’ repeated efforts 
to establish peace (195-9, 206-9).  The goddess, Peace, herself has been locked in an underground 
cavern. Peace, who is represented by a statue, is rescued alongside her attendants Opora 
(‘and TheoriaThis is achieved through the combined efforts of Trygaeus, the 
chorus and Hermes, even though the god needs some convincing first (289-519). Peace is 
initiated as a new cult-statue, Theoria is given to the council to have their way with, while Trygaeus 
marries Opora (706-14, 885-1126, 1316-55).  
 
2.2 Ascending to Heaven 
 
The play opens with two slaves preparing a meal of dung for their master’s unique steed. It is 
eventually revealed that Trygaeus, the protagonist, intends to fly to the heavens on the back of a 
dung-beetle, in order to interrogate Zeus (68-81, 124-48). As the Second Slave explains: ‘all day 
long [Trygaeus] looks up at the heavens, like this, with his mouth open, and rails against Zeus and 
says “Zeus, what on earth are you aiming to do? Put down your broom; don’t sweep Greece 
away!”’ (56-9; cf. 62-3, 103-8). In particular, Trygaeus declares that he intends to ‘ask [Zeus] about 
the Greeks, the whole lot of them, what he’s aiming to do with them’, and that if he refuses to 
answer, Trygaeus will ‘indict ([Zeus] for betraying Greece to the Medes!’ (105-8). 
Peace thus begins with the comic protagonist blaming Zeus for the misfortunes of the Greeks and 
holding Zeus (legally) accountable for his actions.  
 
Aristophanes’ Peace seems to be a blatant parody of an earlier lost tragedy, Euripides’ 
Bellerophontes. Aristophanes’ prologue probably picks up the tragic ending of Bellerophontes, 
where the eponymous hero attempts to fly to the heavens on Pegasus in order to ascertain the gods’ 
existence. However, he is punished for this hubris by Zeus, who orders Pegasus to shake off 
Bellerophon from his back.154 Peace directly acknowledges, and moves beyond, its tragic roots. For 
example, the Daughter alludes to the earlier tragedy, when she asks whether Trygaeus should use 
                                                 
153 Various translations have been forwarded for these characters. For example, Sommerstein (1990) offers Fullfruit and 
Showtime, respectively. While Smith (2011: 77) translates Opora as Harvest or Autumn, and Theoria as Spectacle or 
Festival Embassy.   
154 I am here relying on the reconstructions of Dobrov (2001: 89-104) which are based upon surviving fragments and 
references to the legend in other texts, such as Pindar’s Isthmian (7.42-8).  
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Pegasus instead ‘so as to appear more like a tragic hero in the eyes of the gods?’ (135-6). However, 
Trygaeus reasons that using a dung-beetle means he does not need double-rations (137-9). Further, 
in the tragedy, Bellerophon’s sceptical attitude is challenged by his tragic fall, but Peace goes the 
step further and directly affirms the gods’ existence when Trygaeus strolls up to their very 
doorstep.155 However, it is important to note that Trygaeus’ aim in flying to Mt Olympus was never 
intended to prove the existence of the gods. Rather, he is certain that the gods do exist and that they 
are responsible for the current war in Greece.156 In this, our comic protagonist is proven to be partly 
wrong, since he discovers that the gods are not at fault for the war (204-19). And, like his tragic 
predecessor, Trygaeus cannot reach the gods, not because he was struck down by Zeus for hubris, 
but instead because the gods have left Mt Olympus altogether. Thus, the ridiculous endeavour to 
reach the home of the gods is punished as hubris in tragedy, but is laughably achievable in comedy, 
and indeed is a prerequisite to achieving peace.157 However, divine punishment is not only a 
concern for tragic heroes. As discussed in the first chapter, outside the stage impious actions could 
result in the destruction of the guilty individual, their family and even their community. In contrast, 
comedy functions as an escape from the restrictions of society and allows for fantastical tasks to be 
achieved on the stage.158 
 
2.3 Meeting Hermes 
 
So after a tumultuous flight to heaven on the back of a dung-beetle, Trygaeus arrives at the gods’ 
doorstep. Yet ironically, Trygaeus, like his tragic predecessor, is ultimately unable to reach the 
gods, because he discovers that they have moved out and deserted humanity (195-9, 206-9). The 
gods left because they were angry, since ‘when they repeatedly tried to make peace, you [the 
Greeks] preferred to wage war’ (204-19). Moreover, in place of the gods, the personification, 
Warhas been installed in Mt Olympus, and intends to pound up the Greek states into a 
pulp (205, 228-88). In contrast, Peace has been locked up in a deep cavern (223).  
 
                                                 
155 Olson 1998: xxxix. For Bellerophon’s atheist attitude see his surviving ode (Eur. fr. 286) and Dobrov’s (2001: 93ff) 
discussion of it.  
156 Dobrov 2001: 99. 
157 Bowie 1993: 135. 
158 The differences between Peace and Bellerophontes correspond to Given’s (2009) overall comparison of the gods in 
Aristophanic comedies and Euripidean tragedies, which was discussed earlier in the literature review. Given (2009: 
114) argues that, in Aristophanes’ plays, ‘when gods do appear, they are threatening but ineffectual, or surprisingly 
benevolent’. In contrast to tragedy, where the capriciousness of the gods can result in one being struck from the sky, the 
humans of Aristophanes are self-sufficient or blessed, and their plans can only be thwarted by human corruption (Given 
2009: 111, 114, 127). 
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This is all explained by Hermes, who answers the door after Trygaeus knocks. Hermes is not named 
initially and, accordingly, it can be assumed that he was recognisable on sight.159 Based upon vases 
depicting Hermes in a dramatic context, Stone surmises that he appeared with the typical comic 
accoutrement: mask, padding, chiton (tunic) and phallus. Further, it was likely that the costume 
included Hermes’ customary chlamys (cloak), petasos (broad-brimmed hat), cadeuceus (herald’s 
wand) and, of course, his winged boots.160  We first encounter Hermes in his role as a divine 
servant-boy, left behind to answer the door and look after the gods’ kitchen equipment (179-80, 
201-2).161 This idea of Hermes as the servant to the gods is familiar from tragedy (Ps.-Aesch. PV. 
941; Eur. Ion. 4).162 Aristophanes uses this trope of Hermes again in Wealth, where Hermes is given 
the degrading task of washing up the sacrificial offals for the human protagonists (Ar. Plut. 1169-
70).  However, this scene in Peace also connects to conventional religion. Herms were commonly 
situated at crossroads, in the agora, and at the entrances to various temples and private houses 
(Thuc. 6.27). These representations of Hermes appeared as either wood, marble or bronze square 
pillars, with a bust situated on top and male genitalia.163 In Peace, Aristophanes is actualising this 
role and providing a comedic twist to Hermes’ role as protector of the house. Here, Hermes stands 
guard over the literal house of Zeus.164  
 
Later, when Hermes encounters Trygaeus endeavouring to free Peace, the god immediately declares 
that he is ‘doomed to perish’ (Ar. Pax 363). Following this, there is an extended exchange between 
Trygaeus and Hermes, wherein Trygaeus attempts to escape from divine punishment as if it were a 
civic punishment being doled out by a jury:  
:   
:  
:  
:   ; 
:   
:         
:    
:        ; 
:           ; 
:       ; 
:   
:             

                                                 
159 Stone 1981: 318. 
160 For example LIMC s.v ‘Hermes’ 889-95; Stone 1981: 320. 
161 Later in Peace, Hermes fears that he will be ‘annihilated by Zeus’ if he does not notify Zeus of Trygaeus’ attempts to 
rescue Peace, which is similar to other comic servants who fear a beating from their master for misbehaviour (389-90; 
Olson 1998: ad. loc.). 
162 Sommerstein 1990: ad. 201. 
163 Mikalson ‘Herms’ OCD4. 
164 Bowie 1993: 139. 
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H: You are doomed to perish, you miserable wretch! 
T: Very well, I will, if the lot falls on me.165 
H: You are doomed to perish, you are doomed to extinction! 
T: On what date? 
H: Immediately! 
T: But I haven’t yet bought any groats or cheese for when I go to my death! 
H: And moreover you are utterly ruined and crushed! 
T: Then how come I didn’t notice receiving so great a boon? 
H: Do you know that Zeus has proclaimed death to whoever is found digging that 
goddess up? 
T: So it’s absolutely inevitable that I must die now? 
H: Be assured that it is. 
T: Then please lend me three drachmas for a sucking-pig; I must get initiated before I 
die (364-75). 
 
Trygaeus does not take the threats of Hermes seriously in this passage at all, and only changes his 
tone when Hermes begins to call on the power of Zeus, at which point Trygaeus begs him not to 
alert Zeus to their plans (376-8).166 Hermes is easily persuaded through a combination of begging, 
trickery and bribery to help the human protagonists in their endeavour (379-425). Despite Zeus 
proclaiming certain death for anyone found unearthing Peace, Trygaeus is able to perform the deed 
unscathed. In this manner, while the play both affirms the existence of the gods and their goodwill 
to humanity, it simultaneously questions their power and capability to uphold their divine mandates. 
In Peace, as in Birds and Wealth later, humanity frequently triumphs in the face of divine 
opposition, and the will of the comic protagonist is more powerful than any naysaying gods. 
However, in Peace it is significant that, despite disobeying Zeus’ current command, ultimately the 
action of the play aligns with the gods’ initial desire. As Hermes explains, ‘when [the gods] 
repeatedly tried to make peace, you preferred to wage war’ (211-2; cf. 665-7). In this way, the 
action of the play is to accept finally the route proffered by the gods and to escape, literally, from 
war. Further, as Bowie observes, the presence of Hermes as overseer of Peace’s rescue serves to 
‘set something of a divine seal’ on the task.167  
 
In the passage above, Trygaeus is responding mockingly to Hermes as if he was being judicially 
punished or assigned to a war campaign, thus needing his three day rations of groats and cheese.168 
Similar to Trygaeus’ earlier assertion that he would ‘indict’ Zeus for harming the Greeks, here legal 
language is again being applied to the movements of the gods. The absurd notion that the gods 
                                                 
165 This joke stems from Hermes’ traditional role as patron of lotteries. Additionally, scholia mention that there was a 
process where execution order was decided through lot, with one execution being held per day. However, this is not 
corroborated by any other evidence, and therefore this is likely just a later extrapolation based upon the text. Instead, 
Trygaeus may simply be referring to how juries are selected by lot (Ʃ Ar. Pax 364a-364e; Olson 1998 ad. 364). 
166 Sommerstein 1990: ad. 369. 
167 Bowie 1993: 142. 
168 Olson 1998: ad. 368, 374-5; Sommerstein 1990: ad. 367-8. 
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themselves are also under Athenian law is a comic motif that will be observed in Aristophanes’ 
other plays, particularly in his Birds. Here, as in the other comedies, this comic humanising of the 
gods exaggerates their traditional anthropomorphism.  
 
However, of all the Olympians, Hermes is one of the more ‘down-to-earth’ gods. For example, 
Versnel observes that overall in Greek culture ‘no god – as a god – has been more humanised and 
indeed more de-deified than Hermes’.169 This is reflected in Aristophanes’ Peace, where his 
traditional anthropomorphism is exaggerated even further on the comic stage. For example, when 
Trygaeus first arrives at Mt Olympus, Hermes is understandably enraged by the audacity of the 
human. Yet, the god rapidly changes his tone after Trygaeus offers him some meat (181-95).170 
Again, when they are later caught retrieving Peace, Trygaeus urges Hermes not to summon Zeus ‘in 
the name of the meat, which I eagerly came here to bring you’ (379). When the chorus join in they 
cry ‘no do not, if you remember ever having eaten with pleasure a young pig given by me’ (385-8). 
This is similar to Hermes’ portrayal in Wealth, where the god again prefers human food over the 
traditional knise of the gods, something which seems to be a stereotypical trait of Hermes.171 Soon 
afterwards they call Hermes      (‘O most friendly 
to men and most generous in your gifts of all the gods’ 392-3; cf. 602). The humans beg Hermes to 
help them in retrieving Peace. Trygaeus promises that, if so: 
              
          
         

We will hold the Great Panathenaea in your honour and also all the other cults of the 
gods – the Mysteries, the Dipolieia, the Adonia, in honour of Hermes: and the other 
states everywhere, released from their troubles, will sacrifice to you as Hermes the 
Averter of Evil, and you will have many other benefits as well (416-22).  
 
Here, Hermes is elevated beyond his normal allotment, since he is promised honours that are not 
conventionally his own, but rather those of the absent gods. But the clincher is the gold plate that 
Trygaeus offers up for Hermes to pour libations from, to which Hermes responds: ‘dear me, what a 
soft spot I’ve always had for gold plate!’ (425). This is an example of a god succumbing to basic 
human desires, which is a significant trope that will be observed in each of Aristophanes’ plays 
                                                 
169 Versnel 2011: 318. See Versnel (2011: 309-77) for an extended examination of how Hermes has been humanised 
throughout literature, fables, theatre and cultic practice.  
170 After Hermes earnestly accepts the meat, Trygaeus calls him which literally means ‘sticky one’, and 
refers to Hermes’ begging nature, which also features in Aristophanes’ Wealth (193; Sommerstein 1990: ad. loc.).   
171 Versnel (2011: 370) provides an extended survey of Hermes across various mediums and concludes that ‘from early 
archaic poetry (Homer) via late archaic and early classical sources (the hymn, fables, vase paintings) up to an including 
classical comedy and contemporary ritual, all descriptions or allusions share one central message, namely that from a 
culinary perspective Hermes never behaves in decent Olympian fashion’.  
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discussed here.172 In regard to Peace, Hermes is thus characterised as a distinctly humanised god, 
one who is quite friendly to humans, and also subject to the same passions as them.  
 
Overall, all the jokes here rely on a knowledge of Hermes’ traditional roles, and exaggerate or 
parody those characteristics for the comic stage. Thus Hermes is the servant, the messenger, the 
thief, the beggar, and the traditionally hungry god who partakes of meat. Additionally, Hermes is 
treated irreverently by Trygaeus, who refuses to take the god’s threats seriously. Hermes, the one 
Olympian god in Peace, is not shown the respect that is his due. As was observed in the first 
chapter, not properly respecting the gods was considered to be impious. However, Hermes, by 
agreeing to help the humans in their endeavour to rescue Peace, subsumes the rites and honours of 
the other, absent Olympians. In this manner, the impiety towards this god at the beginning of the 
play is offset, and Hermes ends up getting more respect and honours than was his traditional due. 
As Bowie observes, ‘despite this somewhat disrespectful treatment of the god on Trygaeus’ arrival 
in heaven, Hermes does regain his proper status after he has agreed to help’.173 For example, 
Trygaeus, calling Hermes the ‘cleverest of gods’, places Hermes in charge of the excavation of 
Peace: ‘you be in charge of us and tell us, like a master-builder, what we need to do; you’ll find that 
for the rest we won’t be slack in serving you’ (428-30). However, later when they are discussing 
how best to sacrifice to Peace, Trygaeus suggests that she should be installed by offering pots. 
However, the Slave rebuts ‘with pots, like a grumbling 
little Hermes?’ 924). This functions as another reference to the Herms placed outside Athenian 
doorways.174 Additionally, it also demonstrates that the idealised figure of Peace deserves a grander 
sacrifice than Hermes and that, despite the honours promised to him earlier, the Olympian remains 
the butt of jokes. Overall, this characterisation of Hermes is strikingly similar to his appearance in 
Wealth, which will be discussed later. It is possible that Hermes frequently was characterised in this 
manner on the comedic stage, similar to the trope of Heracles always gobbling down meat. This 
would add an extra degree of separation from the actual divine Hermes and his comedic self.  
 
  
                                                 
172 Given 2009: 115. 
173 Bowie 1993: 141.  
174 Olson 1998: ad. 924; Sommerstein 1990: ad. 924.  
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2.4 Unearthing Peace  
 
Before rescuing Peace, the expedition is suitably honoured with prayer and a libation poured by 
Hermes, dedicated to himself, the Graces, Aphrodite and Desire (431-56). Afterwards, the 
combined efforts of Trygaeus and the Chorus, while overseen by Hermes, are able to unearth Peace 
from her underground cavern. Rescued alongside her are her two attendants: Opora and 
Theoria Hermes then acts in his guise as a messenger, and conveys the words of the 
silent Peace to the human characters, detailing how the Greek cities rejected Peace and accepted 
War in her place (603-67).175 He explains how the Laconians ‘threw this goddess out in a 
disgraceful fashion and seized on War instead’ (623-4). While orators ‘thrust this goddess away 
with two-pronged bawlings when she repeatedly appeared of her own accord’ (635-8). Directed 
towards the Athenians, Hermes declares: ‘listen, all of you, to what she blames you for. She says 
that after the events at Pylos she came here of her own accord, offering to the city a hamper full of 
treaties, but was voted down three times in the Assembly’ (664-7). When Trygaeus promises that 
the mistakes of the past will not be repeated, Theoria and Opora are gifted to Trygaeus and the 
council, respectively (706-14). Hermes, or Peace herself with Hermes as her messenger, orders 
Trygaeus to ‘take Opora here to be your wife; live with her in the countryside and produce… grapes 
for yourself’ (706-8). The next command is to ‘take Theoria here, and bring her as quickly as 
possible to the Council whom she used to belong to’ (713-4).  This play thus ends with a marriage 
between a divine personification and a mortal, symbolising the return of fruitfulness and comic 
enjoyment of spectacles to Athens. Peace has rightfully been restored, and the Greeks have rectified 
their previous mistake of rejecting her.  
 
Despite the portrayal of Peace as a goddess in this play, it is necessary to note that she was not 
actually a goddess receiving cult at the time of its initial staging. Peace was certainly publicly 
worshipped as a goddess in the fourth century, but whether she was likewise worshipped in the fifth 
century is far from certain.176 This could be shown in Peace itself, since Trygaeus has to establish a 
cult of Peace in Athens, indicating that one did not currently exist.177  Various references to her in 
comic fragments, Euripidean tragedies, and indeed in the play discussed here, indicate that at the 
very least she was honoured by some in fifth-century Athens (e.g. Eur. Bacch. 419-20; Eur. Or. 
1682-3; Eur. Suppl. 486-91).178 But, she was first officially worshipped in Athens in 375/4 BC, 
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following Timotheos’ defeat of the Spartans at Alyzia.179 Limited information is available about the 
appearance of Peace in this play. The only description afforded by the manuscript is that she was 
‘fair’ ( - Ar. Pax 617). Additionally, a scholion records that Aristophanes was mocked 
for utilising a ‘colossal’ statue in this play.180 However, during this period was an 
ambiguous term that could be applied to any statue, regardless of the size.181 Further, there are no 
extant visual representations of this particular personification from before the time of the play.182 
However, it can be posited that she appeared as an attractive woman, possibly young, similar to 
how most personifications were portrayed in the fifth century.183 The statue of Peace may have been 
achieved simply by wrapping a peplos around a pole and placing a mask on top.184  
 
However, despite the fact that she received modest veneration during the staging of this play, it is 
significant that Aristophanes endeavours to establish her as a divinity in the play. Peace is 
essentially equivalent to a cult statue, which is installed on the stage through an official ceremony 
and bloodless sacrifice (1017-22, 923-1124).185 Further, the instance when her head is moved aligns 
with stories of miraculously moving statues caused by divine power (682).186 Though, it is ironic 
that, as Slater observes, ‘only as an object, as stage property and not a personality, can Peace have 
the dignity that the plot requires’.187 If an actor had been employed for the part, the effect would be 
decidedly comedic.188 The employment of a statue instead of an actor thus serves as a way to 
establish Peace as a respectable new god, in accordance with the overall celebratory theme of the 
                                                 
179 Parker 2005: 178; Smith 2011: 110. 
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pleasing to the blessed gods, to cease from warfare, till a wolf shall wed a sheep’ (1073-6a; cf. 1077-9). However, it 
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20). As Trygaeus declares, Hierocles is a ‘greedy quack of a man’ (1120). Accordingly, such a man is violently kicked 
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rather than a sincere condemnation of the release of Peace. 
186 Slater 2002: 126. Slater (2002: 125-6) hypothesises that the statue of Peace was constructed out of a costume and a 
mask, and thus either a mechanism was rigged together to move her head, or the actor playing Hermes placed his hand 
behind the mask to achieve the effect. 
187 Slater 2002: 123. 
188 Slater 2002: 123. 
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play. In essence, Peace is set up as a cult-statue and the stage functions as her shrine.189 However, as 
was discussed in the first chapter, the worship of gods who were not a part of the official pantheon 
of the city was a grave offense, for which Socrates himself was executed. It will be demonstrated 
that the first three plays discussed - Peace, Birds and Wealth - focus on the establishment of new or 
minor deities into fully-fledged gods. However, if this were to occur outside the theatrical context, 
our comic protagonists would likely be punished severely for impiety.  
 
2.5 Theoria 
 
It is striking how differently Peace is treated in contrast to her attendants. In particular, Henderson 
observes that Peace and Opora are never the recipients of obscene, sexual humour. Rather, ‘the 
sexual humour surrounding them is gentle and bound thematically to noble motifs’.190 While 
Compton-Engle writes that for an ‘idealised’ figure, such as Peace, there is ‘greater reverence and 
less physical contact’.191 In contrast, Theoria is the object of various aggressive and obscene jokes, 
and she receives the brunt of the erotic humour that so commonly concludes Aristophanes’ plays. It 
was a stock scene in comedy that a female would appear onstage to be gazed at and fondled; for 
example in Acharnians, Knights, Thesmophoriazusae, Birds and especially in Lysistrata.192 This 
same treatment happens to Theoria in Peace, where she is stripped and prostituted to the council, 
and handed over to a member of the prytaneis (‘executive committee’) to have his way with (886-
908).193 Trygaeus declares as he hands Theoria over,       
              
(‘look what a bundle of blessings I’m bringing to hand over to you – you can raise up 
her legs in the air straight away, and then have a feast of a time! And look at this oven of hers’ 888-
90). Here, Aristophanes adopts the sacrificial term, anarrhusis, to describe drawing back Theoria’s 
thighs, rather than drawing back the head or the neck of a sacrificial animal.194 Trygaeus then 
explains how the council will treat Theoria after receiving her, using a significant number of athletic 
metaphors and in aggressive detail: 
             
        
       
                                                 
189 Slater 2002: 125.  
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192 Compton-Engle 2015: 44. For example, the two dancing girls in Ar. Ach. 1198-234; Procne in Ar. Av. 665-74; 
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
And then, now you’ve got her, first thing tomorrow you’ll be able to hold a splendid 
athletic meeting – to wrestle on the ground, to stand her on all fours, to anoint yourself 
and fight lustily in the free-style, knocking and gouging with fist and prick at once (894-
98: cf. 872-908). 
 
The erotic aspects of peacetime are thus separated away from the divine Peace herself, and instead 
allotted to her attendants.195 Further, by gifting Theoria to the prytaneis sitting in the front row, 
Aristophanes brings the audience into the world of the play, and invites them to revel in the rewards 
that peacetime can bring.196 
 
However, Theoria is a personification of important elements of Greek religion. The term theoria 
commonly refers to a religious delegation or pilgrimage, wherein theoroi (‘civic delegates’) travel 
to a sanctuary or oracle to witness the spectacles there on behalf of their city.197  In addition to 
observing the spectacles at the sanctuary, the theoroi would sometimes also conduct sacrifices or 
rituals, consult the oracle, join processions, transport dedications or announce future festivals.198 
Following this, the envoy returns to the city and provides an account of their journey to the 
council.199 As Nightingale states, ‘the theoros is thus charged with the task of communicating to the 
city what the god has unveiled to him. The theoros, then, is carrying out a transaction with divine as 
well as with human beings’.200 Accordingly, the task of the theoroi is of significant religious 
importance and must be conducted with care.201 However, theoria may sometimes refer to simply 
either a ‘festival’ or ‘spectacle’, or the private act of watching such events.202 It is this former sense 
that is most commonly applied to the Theoria that appears in Peace.203 When Trygaeus first 
encounters her, he proclaims that she smells of ‘entertaining, the Dionysia, the pipers, performances 
of tragedy’, and various other elements which recall festivals, wine, sex and partying (530-8). Later, 
Theoria herself is the spectacle, one which is stripped down and paraded before the council (886-
908).204 Yet, Aristophanes is not consistent with her characterisation, as various jokes imply that 
Theoria also represents the religious delegation. For example, the Slave, after hearing the identity of 
Theoria, exclaims, ‘is this the [Theoria] we used to have when we’d screw our way to Brauron after 
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a few drinks?’ (872-4). This joke relies on a surprising switch from the expected expression; ‘screw 
our way to Brauron’ rather than ‘send to Brauron’.205 Further, repeatedly Trygaeus declares that she 
will be returned to the council, reflecting how theoroi would present their report to the council upon 
their return (713-4, 846, 871).206 Further, Trygaeus jokes about , which is a technical term 
referring to the armistice upheld in peacetime which ensures the safe travel of theoroi and other 
individuals to sanctuaries and festivals (905-8).207 In this manner, it is clear that Aristophanes is not 
being wholly consistent with his characterisation of Theoria, and is selecting aspects according to 
their comedic value, rather than intending to construct a clear allegory.208 Regardless, retrieving 
Theoria restores the freedom to travel and attend Panhellenic festivals, something which was 
difficult during the Peloponnesian War, but now possible with peace.209 It is clear that such a 
freedom was important, since the very first agreement of the Peace of Nicias ensures the right to 
travel freely to religious sanctuaries, oracles and games throughout Greece (Thuc. 5.18). 
 
Overall, present in Aristophanes’ Peace is an aggressive violation of a divine personification on the 
stage, one who represents important religious aspects in Athenian society. Theoria, the 
personification of festival attendance and sacred delegations, is being stripped, pimped out, and 
obscenely treated. This impious treatment is slightly mollified by the fact that Theoria was not 
considered to be divine beyond the theatrical stage. Further, festivals were undeniably times of 
celebration and festivity, and the treatment of Theoria reflects that.210 For example, Scullion argues 
that Theoria’s treatment reflects the ‘fun and games’ of Greek festivals, and that there is ‘no reason 
to conclude that in Peace comic exaggeration has lost touch with reality’.211 Yet, Scullion’s 
argument cannot be wholeheartedly accepted. In particular, it seems difficult to categorise Theoria’s 
harsh treatment as ‘light-hearted references to the festival pleasures’ as Scullion does.212 The 
treatment of Theoria, while representative of the carnivalesque enjoyment of festivals, still remains 
a gross subversion of the sacred and respectful practices of the Greeks. Though simultaneously, it 
was only through the actions of Trygaeus, that the Greeks were once again free to attend such 
festivals in a time of peace.  
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2.6 The Divine Order 
 
Significant work has been done on the excrement and foul-smell metaphors that pervade the play. 
The general argument is that at the beginning of the play the gods are perverted and obscene, but 
that, following the reestablishment of Peace, the world resets and natural order takes its place.213 In 
particular, the presence of the dung beetle is a perversion, disrupting the natural order of things and 
filling the stage with symbols of excrement and foul smells. 214 For example, at the very beginning 
of the play, the two slaves preparing the dung-beetle’s meals theorise about the steed’s origins. The 
First Slave posits that ‘it can only be that this monstrosity comes from Zeus, the Lord of the 
Thunder-crap’ ( - 42).215 In this manner, from the very beginning of the play a 
link is established between the dung-beetle and the gods, alongside its accompanying excrement 
and stench. Henderson also argues that the gods are ‘presented as unnatural in sexual terms: they 
have an affinity with the character of the dung-beetle’.216 However, through the course of the play 
the natural order is restored. The perversion caused by the dung-beetle is replaced by the joys of 
sex, food, perfume and celebration brought on by Peace.217 Through the actions of Trygaeus this 
vile presence is expunged from the mortal world and pushed onto the gods.218 The dung-beetle is 
now ‘yoked to the car of Zeus, it bears the lightning’ and ‘it will be fed on Ganymede’s... ambrosia’ 
(722-4). Replacing the stench of war and of the dung-beetle are the perfumes associated with Peace, 
and food, wine, drama and women, among other blessings (530-8).219 Even sacrifice is perverted at 
the beginning of the play, and restored at the conclusion. For example, the scene wherein Hermes is 
directly offered meat, honours and a golden plate. This functions as an exaggeration of the 
traditional relationship between gods and humans, where the exchange of favours between the two 
parties occurs in a distinctly more direct manner than was normal.220 As Tordoff summarises, 
‘Trygaeus’ conveyance of flesh to the god is an act of sacrifice made literal. The moment is marked 
as a pale imitation (and grotesque parody) of sacrificial ritual’.221 It will be observed in the 
following plays that Aristophanes repeatedly manipulates the conventions surrounding sacrifices. 
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However, in Peace at least, the proper conventions of worship and sacrificing are resumed once 
Peace is restored. The rescue of Peace is honoured by prayer and a libation, and the conclusion of 
the play features a communal sacrifice of a sheep in honour of the goddess (1017-22, 923-1124).222 
Overall then, Peace is a celebratory play wherein the correct cosmic order is achieved through the 
actions of the human characters. 
 
2.7 Conclusion 
 
In this comedy, the gods exist, but have deserted humans, and the action of the play falls squarely in 
the human realm.223 Humans are responsible for the war, and it is also humans who are capable of 
restoring the Peace they previously rejected. However, despite this human-centric focus, divine 
characters remain constantly implicated in the actions of the play. Hermes, by aiding the chorus in 
excavating Peace, grants the expedition a measure of divine acceptance, despite them actually 
disobeying the will of Zeus.224 Further, by re-establishing Peace, the original desire of the gods to 
see the war ended is achieved. The play enables the Greeks to rectify their previous mistakes and to 
accept Peace when they did not previously. By doing so, the world has been purified; vile monsters 
and war have been purged from human society, and correct religious practice has been restored. 
Despite the gods having abandoned the Greeks, sacrifices, rituals and festivity are again the order of 
the day. And while the gods may have forsaken them, the characters of Aristophanes’ Peace have 
spent the entirety of the play uncovering and establishing a new goddess to respect and worship. 
Though, her attendant, Theoria, does not receive the same respectful treatment, and is instead 
described with obscene and aggressive sexual language. In this manner, Peace allows humanity to 
disrespect and distort religious values in a manner that would not be allowed in reality.  
 
The jokes surrounding Hermes all derive from or exaggerate his traditional traits from literature or 
cult. Hermes is the trickster, the thief, the messenger, the servant, the patron of lotteries, and the 
lover of meat. Hermes is a composite of traditional traits which have been re-imagined for the 
comic stage. In addition, Aristophanes’ Peace has exaggerated the god’s anthropomorphism, and 
Hermes is saddled with both the desires and flaws of mortal beings. And such traits are easily 
manipulated by the actual mortals on the stage, since Hermes is easily bribed into aiding them. 
Further, in contrast to the Peace, who is a figure of reverence and respect in this play, Hermes at the 
beginning is treated disdainfully and not accorded the respect he deserves as an Olympian god.  In 
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this way, Peace sets the stage for the following two plays, Birds and Wealth, which repeatedly treat 
the gods impiously and mock their worship.  
 
Additionally, I would suggest that Hermes as a divine-servant may have been a standard comic 
theme in old comedy, similar to the cowardly Dionysus, gluttonous Heracles or adulterous Zeus, 
though appearing with less frequency.225 As will be seen, how Hermes is characterised in Peace is 
very similar to his portrayal in Wealth. It could thus be possible that Hermes was commonly 
portrayed in this same manner. Hermes often appeared alongside Zeus in the mythological 
burlesques of the fourth century, acting as a servant and helper to his father.226 Additionally, 
Plautus’ Amphitryon, which is frequently assumed to derive from a fourth-century Greek comedy, 
similarly features Hermes in such a role, and goes even further by having Hermes assume the form 
of a human Greek slave (Plaut. Amph. 1.1-1.2).227 I would argue that Hermes, when he appeared on 
the comic stage, may have been commonly cast in the role of a divine-servant and fit into the 
sidekick role of a comic slave. However, this argument will be developed further in the discussion 
on Frogs, when Dionysus’ and Heracles’ standard comic characterisations are discussed. I would 
also suggest that Hermes is a safer target for disrespect on the comic stage because he is often 
portrayed as a ‘more-human’ god in traditional literature. For example, Versnel observes that 
‘Hermes never behaves in a decent Olympian fashion. On the contrary, he always seems to forget 
that he is a god, consistently crossing the border and landing on the human side’.228 I suggest that 
this makes Hermes a more appropriate target for comedy than his more divine brothers and sisters. 
It is also possible that certain gods can ‘take a joke’ better than other, more sombre gods. As Parker 
surmises, possibly ‘comedy ridiculed those gods who were normally seen as the less dignified, 
figures close to man with whom worshippers maintained what anthropologists call a “joking” 
relationship’.229 And if anyone could take a joke, it would be Hermes, the trickster-god himself.   
 
 
 
  
                                                 
225 See Ʃ Ar. Pax 741b for the claim that Dionysus, Heracles and Zeus were portrayed in this manner on the comic 
stage.  
226 Konstantakos 2014: 173-4. 
227 Konstantakos 2014: 162. 
228 Versnel 2011: 371. See also 31 n. 169 and n. 171. 
229 Parker 2005: 150. 
41 
 
Chapter 3 - Aristophanes’ Birds 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
As with the previous chapter on Peace, the following discussion of Aristophanes’ Birds examines 
the instances when the playwright affirms and distorts popular religious norms. It will be 
demonstrated that the gods in this play are comedic versions of their traditional selves, who are 
more directly involved and humanised than would be common. Further, these gods are treated 
impiously throughout the play. In contrast, the birds, who have now supplanted the traditional role 
of the gods, embody many of the symbols of the divine beings they overthrew. Despite replacing 
the gods, the birds continue to follow the same rules and to remain within the traditional charis-
relationship. Therefore, while Birds distorts various elements of popular religion, overall this 
comedic world is not completely different from popular religion. 
 
Aristophanes’ Birds was performed in 414 BC, winning the second prize at the City Dionysia.230 
The play follows only a few months after the Sicilian Expedition set sail, and many of the current 
treatments of Aristophanes’ Birds focus on determining whether the play is an extended allegory for 
the current political and military situation, or simply an escapist fantasy.231 It is a testament to the 
complexity of this play that current opinions are still divided over the underlying meaning. As 
Dobrov summarises: ‘is the play… an allegory of political and military events, a parable concerning 
human nature, a criticism of modernity and sophistic technique, sheer fantasy, or some blend of 
these and other motives?’.232 The ambiguity of the play reflects the complexity of contemporary 
Athens, and thus Birds cannot be reduced down to a simple allegory or political message.233 At the 
beginning of the play, the two protagonists, Peisetaerus and Euelpides, are seeking Tereus, a man 
transformed into a bird. They believe he knows where to find a city free of trouble, since they no 
longer desire to live in Athens (1-48). However, Peisetaerus instead persuades Tereus and the bird 
chorus to found an entirely new city, one built in the clouds (162-637). A city in the clouds would 
prevent sacrifices from reaching the gods, and thereby undermine their power (181-93). Further, 
such a city would hit the gods where it hurts, since it would prohibit them from ‘passing to and fro 
through your territory with their cocks up, in a way they used to come down previously to debauch 
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231 The political meaning of this play is repeatedly argued over, and each scholar offers a different solution. Some of the 
more recent contributions have been collected together in a book titled, The City as Comedy (1997), each providing an 
alternative interpretation of this play. See Dobrov’s chapter (1997: 95-9) for an overview of the current scholarship on 
the topic.  
232 Dobrov 1997: 96. 
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their Alcmenas and their Alopes and their Semeles’ (556-60). With the Olympians thoroughly 
besieged, the birds are elevated and become the new gods (561-625). The city, named 
Cloudcuckooland (, is quickly constructed, and Peisetaerus performs a sacrifice to 
the new avian gods. During the sacrifice, he is repeatedly interrupted by several annoying, human 
visitors (848-1057). Following this, Iris arrives, having been sent by Zeus to investigate why the 
gods are no longer receiving sacrifices. She is rudely rejected from the city, at which point 
Peisetaerus officially starts allowing humans to share in the joys of Cloudcuckooland (1168-269, 
1304-469). Prometheus enters with a warning about an approaching divine embassy, and he advises 
Peisetaerus how to seize complete control away from Zeus (1494-552). The divine negotiating party 
then arrives, consisting of Poseidon, Heracles, and a barbarian god, the Triballian. Peisetaerus, in 
line with Prometheus’ advice, declares that he will only broker peace with the gods if he is given 
the sceptre of Zeus and Basileia, the personification of his power (1565-1635). Through crafty 
wordplay and an enticing meal, Peisetaerus is able to convince Heracles to agree to the deal (1601-
87). The play thus concludes with Peisetaerus marrying Basileia, Zeus’ thunderbolt in hand (1720-
65).  
 
3.2 The Gods 
 
Aristophanes’ Birds brings the gods into the mortal world – albeit up in the sky - where the 
omniscient dealings of these beings are shown to be constrained by physical laws. For example, 
despite Hesiod’s description of ‘Zeus’ eye’ that ‘sees all things and knows all things’ (Hes. Op. 
267), in Birds, Zeus’ all-seeing vision can be blocked by a parasol or clouds (Ar. Av. 1505-9, 1606-
13). Further, Iris, the messenger of the gods, is noticed by the watchmen as physically flying 
through the city (1180-94, 1213). Additionally, it is significant that Peisetaerus’ overall scheme to 
overthrow the gods relies on the assumption that they can be starved by inhibiting sacrifices (187). 
Despite the popular belief that sacrifices functioned as a means to honour the gods, as discussed in 
the first chapter, in Birds the gods actually rely on them for nourishment. Prometheus himself 
declares that ‘without any sacrifices [the gods are] fasting like at the Thesmophoria. And the 
barbarian gods are so hungry, they’re shrieking like Illyrians’ (1520-1). Aristophanes also includes 
the bizarre notion that Zeus’ death is a possibility, which opposes the traditional belief that the gods 
were immortal.234 As Dunbar states, ‘this exceeds, obviously for comic purposes, any other 
reference in Greek literature to human power to affect a god, for it implies power not merely to 
offend but to inflict serious harm’, which was not believed to be commonly achievable.235 This is 
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not to argue that the gods could not be harmed, because, indeed, both Aphrodite and Ares were 
injured by Diomedes in the Iliad. However, even then, Diomedes could only achieve such a feat 
through the aid of Athena (Hom. Il. 5.311-430, 5.825-909). Even Zeus once felt he could be killed 
and his rule overthrown, just as he had done to his father, Cronus (Ps.-Aesch. PV. 168-95; Hes. 
Theog. 886-900). Similarly, Zeus is not always omniscient, because at one point he was distracted 
by Hera with a magic ribbon, who used the opportunity to turn the tide of the Trojan War (Hom. Il. 
14.154-361). Yet, in Aristophanes’ Birds, this divine vulnerability is taken to a new comic extreme, 
where even humans can harm and overthrow the gods. On the comic stage, the gods are directly 
implicated in the action of the play, rather than remaining distant observers. In this world they are 
constrained by the same physical laws as mortals, and consequently, are more vulnerable to 
humanity than ever.   
 
Additionally, the gods in Birds are humanised and their anthropomorphism has been exaggerated to 
a comic extreme. For example, both Apollo’s and Demeter’s roles are equated with human jobs. 
Demeter is characterised as a greedy politician who makes excuses rather than doling out wheat to 
the people (581-2).236 Apollo is equated with an Athenian physician by Euelpides: ‘Apollo, Healer 
that he is, heal them: he draws a salary for that!’ (584).237 Further, genuine Athenian legal laws on 
inheritance are used to dupe Heracles. As Poseidon warns Heracles: ‘if Zeus dies, after handing 
over his sovereignty to these birds, you’ll be a pauper; because you’ve got all the property coming 
to you that Zeus leaves behind at his death’ (1642-5). However, Peisetaerus informs Heracles that, 
according to Athenian inheritance laws, he is not entitled to this inheritance because he is a bastard 
(1646-71). In this instance, Athenian inheritance laws are applied to the divine situation. Peisetaerus 
even tries to arrest Iris for trespassing in the city and having performed the ‘audacious’ act of 
evading the avian border patrol (1180-94, 1213), a crime for which she must be sentenced to death, 
despite Iris protesting she is immortal (1223-4). As MacDowell observes, ‘the fun here arises from 
speaking of the gods as if they were ordinary human beings, and Athenians at that’.238 Aside from 
this, in a similar way to how Hermes acts in Peace, Heracles is persuaded by basic human desires, 
since the roast dinner takes precedence over maintaining the divine status quo.239 The gods of 
Aristophanes’ Birds are thus not so distant in this play, and instead are portrayed as embodying 
common human vices like many of Aristophanes’ mortal protagonists. In this manner, Aristophanes 
is exaggerating the anthropomorphism of the gods and portraying them as more human than their 
traditional counterparts.   
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237 Sommerstein 1987: ad. 584. 
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Similarly, Mt Olympus is imagined as abiding by the general geographic and civic features similar 
to the human world.240 For instance, ‘barbarian gods’ also inhabit Mt Olympus and were 
‘threatening to march from up-country against Zeus, unless he secures the opening of the ports so 
that sliced offals could be imported’ (1520-4).  Even the realm of the gods is imagined to have real 
boundaries, and similar to the Greek world, has to deal with trade and barbarians up-country.241 The 
gods are even shown to have a democracy, as Poseidon bemoans its ineffectiveness, as it allowed a 
fellow such as the barbarian Triballian to be voted into office (1570-1). And just like the Athenian 
polis, Mt Olympus also has its own phratries (1669-70). This is opposed to the popular belief that 
Mt Olympus was akin to a tyranny, with Zeus as the supreme ruler who held absolute authority over 
the other gods.242 Hesiod, for example, hymned Zeus as ‘the father of gods and of men...the best of 
gods and the greatest in supremacy’ who ‘rules over mortals and immortals’ (Hes. Theog. 47-9, 
506). In this manner, Aristophanes has again exaggerated the traditional conception of 
anthropomorphic gods by portraying a humanised Mt Olympus. The society of the gods is shown to 
be akin to fifth-century Athens, as the gods are likened to its citizens.  
 
Additionally, Aristophanes’ Birds features blatant impieties committed against the gods. This is 
most evident in the interaction between Peisetaerus and Iris. The entire scene is replete with 
disrespect, sexual abuse, threats of bodily harm, and a refusal to acknowledge the divinity of Iris 
(1170-269). However, a few quotes will suffice to demonstrate how severely Peisetaerus is 
disrespecting the gods. For example, Peisetaerus declares that Iris is to be put to death, because it is 
‘intolerable’ that ‘you gods are going to persist in your insubordination and still won’t recognise 
that you in your turn have now got to obey your superiors’ (1224-8). Then, in response to Iris’ 
declaration that humanity will be destroyed if they continue, Peisetaerus cries ‘listen you! Stop your 
spluttering!’ (1238-43). Peisetaerus then goes on to describe, in vivid detail, how he will attack the 
heavens with an army of birds ‘if Zeus annoys me any further’ (1244-9).  While, to Iris he declares, 
                 
       ‘if you annoy me at all, then I’ll take 
on the servant first – raise up her legs and screw her, yes, Iris herself, so as to amaze her how at my 
age I’m still hard enough to stand three rammings!’ 1253-6). Iris is understandably furious, but she 
is quickly shooed of the stage (1257-60). Peisetaerus is thus brazenly impious in the face of the 
divine messenger of Zeus. He is disrespectful, to say the least, and he refuses to acknowledge the 
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gods’ divine right to rule. Further, similar to Peace, Aristophanes’ Birds again questions the 
capability of the gods to punish the hubris of the human protagonists. Aristophanes envisions an 
upside-down world where birds can be superior to gods, and the gods are ultimately powerless to 
respond. In Birds, Aristophanes’ protagonists are capable of committing brazen impieties without 
fear of punishment.  
 
Let us take a moment here to discuss Zeus. Despite each play complaining about the father of the 
gods, he never deigns to actually appear, and instead sends other gods as his messengers. At first 
glance it would appear that comedy could not portray Zeus in the same parodic manner that it does 
the other gods discussed here. However, scholia on both Birds and Peace indicate that an adulterous 
Zeus (was a common topic on the comic stage (Ʃ Ar. Av. 568a; Ʃ Ar. Pax 741b). 
Further, various fragments indicate that he was possibly a character in at least some of the lost old 
comedies, though of course the nature of such fragments makes it difficult to prove with certainty. 
For example, Zeus possibly made an appearance in Hermippus’ Birth of Athena and Europa, and 
Cratinus’ Nemesis and Run-Aways.243 Rusten also argues that Zeus was actually the protagonist of 
Cratinus’ Thracian Women, rather than Pericles-as-Zeus, as is otherwise argued.244 According to 
Plutarch’s Pericles, Cratinus has Pericles appear on the stage dressed as ‘the onion-headed Zeus, 
with the Odeion on his head’ (Cratinus fr. 73). Pericles was known to have an odd-shaped head, and 
he also oversaw the construction of the Odeion (Plut. Per. 3.4, 13.9-10). However, Rusten theories 
that the ‘odeion’ on his head is the comic headgear of Zeus, the polos, and that Zeus is the 
protagonist in Cratinus’ Thracian Women.245  In this scene, Zeus thus serves as an indirect comic 
metaphor for Pericles, similar to how Paphlagonian represents Cleon in Aristophanes’ Knights. 
There are also various vases depicting Zeus in comic mask and costume, possibly reflecting some 
actual comic appearances of the god.246 Therefore, despite Zeus never actually making an 
appearance in any extant plays, he likely had cameos in other comedies during this period, and 
probably was treated in a similarly mocking manner.   
 
  
                                                 
243 Storey 2011a: 296-301, 321-9; Storey 2011b: 283-5, 289-91. 
244 Rusten 2013: 279-87. 
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3.3 The New Avian Gods 
 
In contrast to the old gods encumbered with physical and human laws, the birds in Aristophanes’ 
plays rise up to claim what they consider to be their rightful place as gods. For example, while Zeus 
is easily duped by a parasol, humanity’s new avian masters are described by the comedic chorus as 
‘all-seeing and all-ruling’ (1058-9). Further, towards the end of the play, Peisetaerus is trying to 
convince Poseidon that the gods will also benefit from an alliance between the birds and gods. 
Peisetaerus observes that ‘as things are, mortals, hidden beneath the clouds, can swear perjured 
oaths by you with bowed heads’. In contrast, the birds are not inhibited by the clouds and can peck 
out the eyes of such perjurers (1606-13). Peisetaerus must be speaking some sense, because 
Poseidon declares ‘by Poseidon, that’s certainly a good idea!’, comically swearing by himself as if 
he were human (1614). Additionally, the birds are also described as ‘immortal, the everlasting, the 
celestial, the ageless, whose counsels are imperishable’ (688-9). Further, the birds ‘won’t flit away 
and sit snobbishly up there among the clouds, like Zeus’ (726-8). This comparison is particularly 
relevant in a play where, despite the gods physically interacting with the mortals, Zeus still remains 
sequestered in Mt Olympus. It would thus appear that the birds are without the same limitations that 
obstruct the gods. 
 
Yet, despite the regime change, the new avian gods are given the same prerogatives and divine 
powers as the previous Olympian rulers. Peisetaerus advises that humans, when sacrificing, ‘should 
assign appropriately to gods, one by one, that bird which matches each of them’ (563-4). For 
example, one should offer barleycorns to the Coot bird when sacrificing to Aphrodite, and a burnt 
offering of wheat grains to the duck for Poseidon (564-69).247 Peisetaerus additionally declares that 
if the humans ‘regard you as a god, you as their life, you as Mother Earth, you as Cronus, you as 
Poseidon, then every blessing will be theirs’ (586-7). This is clearly seen in action when the city-
foundation sacrifice is made to the new avian-gods, which are given the proper names of the 
previous gods: ‘Hestia of the birds’, ‘Leto the Quail Mother’, ‘Artemis the Goldfinch’, to name a 
few (859-94).248 Alongside these identifications, the birds also undertake the same tasks as the 
Olympian gods of old. The two human protagonists of the play argue that ‘these birds are much 
better for us as rulers than Zeus is’ (610), as the birds will perform all the tasks that the gods usually 
do, and the humans do not even have to furnish them with extravagant temples or travel vast 
                                                 
247 See Sommerstein (1987: ad. 564–8) for a detailed discussion of the significance of the birds chosen and their 
relationship to the gods. For example, the Coot bird was likely chosen because the Greek, phalēris, is reminiscent of 
phallos, and thus under the domain of Aphrodite (ad. 565). While the duck may have been a slight on Poseidon, 
associating the great god of the sea instead with a simple bird found in ponds (ad. 566.)  
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distances to receive oracles in return for sacrifice (612-25, 725). Even the absurdity of the birds 
being the rightful leaders of the universe is framed by existing cosmologies such as Hesiod’s 
Theogony (Ar. Av. 685-736).249 In essence, the birds will overtake the divine part of the charis-
relationship and will return in kind the favours humans grant them. Pious actions and religious rites 
common to popular religion are still upheld, despite the regime change. So Romer argues that 
Peisetaerus ‘merely instituted new holders of divine power for old…. underneath it all only the 
masters are changed, and the principles informing the status quo are unchallenged, even though they 
may be acted on somewhat differently’.250 Overall, even in a world wherein Aristophanes presents 
the gods as overcome, the replacement deities are shown to follow the same rules.  
 
In contrast to the easily duped gods, and despite the advantages to the new avian overlords, there is 
one clear winner in Birds, and that is Peisetaerus. As Prometheus advised earlier in the play, 
Peisetaerus has obtained the two symbols of Zeus’ power: his sceptre and Basileia (1534-45). Now, 
hailed as tyrannos, Peisetaerus ‘has gained power over all that Zeus possessed’ (1709, 1752-3). As 
MacDowell observes, Birds is a ‘dramatization of dreams coming true’, as Peisetaerus achieves the 
oft-desired goal of having control over everything.251 In a world where the original deities are 
overthrown, even their replacements are left behind, as Aristophanes’ human protagonist ascends to 
Mt Olympus to reap his rewards (1686-7). Yet, as Romer observes, ‘what makes the play seem 
impious, even if it not may be so, is not that Peisetaerus attacks the traditional gods, not that he 
mocks sacrifice, but that – to all appearances – he succeeds on stage’.252 As discussed in the first 
chapter, impiety was considered to bring down the wrath of the gods, punishing the perpetrator, 
their family and their community. Yet in Aristophanes’ Birds, such human hubris goes unpunished. 
 
3.4 Conclusion 
 
Aristophanes’ Birds portrays a fantastical world where humans have the power to fundamentally 
disrupt the religious status quo.  Now, the gods that normally are distant are directly involved in the 
action. Sacrifices, which usually only communicate human gratitude to the heavens, are now 
essential for the gods’ survival. The gods are now humanised and their rightful place is supplanted 
instead by birds. Further, the gods can be blatantly disrespected, threatened with sexual assault and 
overthrown. Yet, they are shown to be ultimately incapable of stopping or punishing the brazen 
impiety of the protagonist.  
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However, the new world order is not particularly different from the old. The birds maintain the 
traditional charis-relationship, and humans continue to worship heavenly overlords in much the 
same way. Aristophanes’ affirmation of this aspect of popular religion is a significant aspect of his 
treatment of the gods overall. However, it also clear that, notwithstanding the fact that Aristophanes 
confirms many popular beliefs, his treatment of the gods would have been considered impious if it 
occurred outside the theatre. As described earlier, revering the gods and performing sacrifices in 
accordance with tradition were considered to be pious actions.253 Yet, the central action of this play 
consists of undermining these traditions and revolting against the gods. In Birds the gods are 
replaced and the supreme power of Zeus is usurped by a human. Iris is denied access to the city, 
mistreated and threatened with sexual abuse. Additionally, in this play, the anthropomorphism of 
the gods has been exaggerated, and they are portrayed as flawed and vulnerable to humanity. 
Actions such as these, if they happened to occur outside this comedic setting, likely would have 
incurred the harsh punishments that were described in chapter one. Socrates himself was executed 
because of, in part, believing in ‘other new spiritual beings’ (Pl. Ap. 24b-c, 26c). However, since 
Aristophanes himself was not punished for sacrilege, it is evident that the impiety present in Birds 
was received differently by his Athenian audience.  
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Chapter 4 - Aristophanes’ Wealth 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
Wealth, like Birds, dramatizes a fundamentally unfair world wherein Zeus has forsaken his 
obligations, and turned his back on pious and virtuous humans. Accordingly, the protagonist, 
Chremylus, stages a revolution against the traditional rule of Zeus. Through his actions, the 
religious status quo is altered, and a new world is created. Divine-human roles are inverted, with 
humanity triumphing over the gods, who are reduced to a servile class. However, as with Peace and 
Birds, in Wealth traditional ideals are never fully abandoned. This is because the new regime 
established under the god, Wealth, is one characterised by reverence and universal piety. 
Additionally, in the previous chapters it was observed that the gods and their worship are often 
treated impiously on the stage. A similar trend is followed here, where Wealth, Asclepius and 
Hermes (again) are all treated less than respectfully. In particular, the treatment of Hermes mirrors 
closely the way he was treated in Peace. However, in Wealth, this impiety is often moderated by an 
acknowledgement of their power.   
 
Wealth was performed in 388 BC and was the last play produced by Aristophanes under his own 
name. It is not certain which festival the play was performed at, nor whether it was victorious.254 
This play likely reflects the widespread perception that there was an increasing divide between the 
wealthy and poor classes in Athenian society, spurred on by a period of economic difficulties 
following the Athenian defeat in the Peloponnesian War.255 In Wealth our main character, 
Chremylus, decides to visit the Delphic oracle in order to enquire whether his son should turn to 
criminal ways in order to gain money, since in this world only the crooked are rich (Ar. Plut. 26-
38). Apollo’s oracle directs Chremylus, and his slave, Carion, to follow a decrepit and blind man, 
who is the first person they encounter outside the temple (40-6). After being threatened with assault, 
the blind man is forced to reveal himself as the god, Wealth (55-77). Having been blinded by Zeus, 
he is unable to gift riches to the virtuous people of Athens (87-92). Accordingly, our hero 
Chremylus hatches a plan to remedy this (95-6, 140-3, 215-7). However, the personification, 
Poverty, stands in his way, arguing that curing Wealth would ruin Athenian society (415-609). 
Chremylus ‘wins’ the agon (contest) with her, by refusing to be persuaded by her arguments, and 
they take the god to the sanctuary of Asclepius (600, 654-781). Wealth, now cured, is able to make 
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all the worthy people rich, and those who committed crimes before change their ways and become 
virtuous (771-81). Hermes comes bearing a warning from Zeus, though the starving god quickly 
changes sides and instead joins the new regime of Wealth (1097-171). The play ends with a 
procession where the new god will be established in the opisthodomos (rear chamber) in the temple 
of Athens’ patron goddess, Athena (1191-209).256  
 
4.2 A Revolution against the Gods 
 
Quite simply, a charis was a favour which brought delight to the recipient. However, inherent in the 
idea of charis was the expectation that the favour would be returned in kind, thereby establishing a 
mutual exchange of favours.257 Sacrifice was one way in which humans established this mutual 
relationship with the gods, wherein the gods would hopefully reciprocate the favours that were 
pleasing to them. As Parker observes, charis ‘is not an exchange to the value of the other, the 
exchange taking place automatically once a particular asking price has been met; it is an exchange 
of favours, a voluntary, if socially prescribed, expression of a relationship of friendship’.258 In 
Birds, the gods’ side of this charis relationship was overtaken instead by birds, who were shown to 
be better rulers than the previous gods, because they would provide all of the favours for less work 
(Ar. Av. 610-25). Aristophanes’ Wealth offers another formulation of the traditional charis 
relationship between the gods and humans, but instead of birds, the god Wealth is granted 
sovereignty. However, what necessitated this revolution in Wealth was the fact that Zeus 
disregarded his responsibilities, by always punishing instead of rewarding his worshippers. Wealth 
provides an explanation of how he was blinded:   
   ’        ’   
          ’   
      
 
Zeus did this to me, out of ill will to mankind. Once when I was a lad, I vowed that I 
would only go to the honest, the wise, the decent; and so he struck me blind, so I 
wouldn’t be able to recognise any of them. That’s how ill-willed he is towards virtuous 
people (Ar. Plut. 87-92).  
 
                                                 
256 This either refers to the western chamber in the ‘Old Temple’ of Athena Polias located on the Acropolis, which was 
rebuilt following the temple’s destruction by the Persians. It was likely that the statue of Athena Polias was stored in 
this chamber and served as the treasury of Athena and the other gods of the city. Or, the opisthodomos may have instead 
referred to the western rear chamber of the Periclean Parthenon. Finally, it may have been its own separate building, an 
archaic structure restored following the devastating fires of the Persians, a clear testament to the history of the acropolis 
and Athenian endurance (Sommerstein 2001: ad. 1193; Hurwit 2004: 76-8). Installing Wealth in the opisthodomos, 
regardless of its actual location, was clearly a prestigious honour.  
257 Mikalson 1990: 14. 
258 Parker 1998: 118-9.  
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Yet, as Chremylus points out,             
(‘it’s only thanks to the virtuous and honest that he gets any worship’ 93-4). The idea that Zeus is 
prone to punishing mankind is familiar from Hesiod, where Zeus unleashed Pandora’s Box and 
womankind upon humans in retaliation for Prometheus’ trickery (Hes. Theog. 551-612; Hes. Op. 
42-105).259 However, Zeus’ actions in Wealth are different, since blinding Wealth serves to punish 
specifically good humans, those who sacrifice to him.260 In this manner, Zeus is failing to 
reciprocate the favours done to him by virtuous humans.261  
 
Further, by doing so he has undermined his own power base and raised questions over the 
worthwhileness of sacrificing to such a god.262 That the gods are failing to reward piety in Wealth is 
already evident before this, however, when Chremylus complains that     
      …  ’     
  ‘I’ve been a pious and honest man, and I’ve done badly in life and been 
poor… While other people were rich – crooked politicians, informers and all sorts of villains’ Ar. 
Plut. 28-31). The gods’ unwillingness to uphold their end of the charis relationship is also raised 
again near the end of Wealth, when Hermes enters the scene.263 As Carion explains, ‘they won’t 
sacrifice any more, by Zeus, because you took such bad care of us in the old days’ (1117). And 
when Hermes bemoans the fact that he no longer receives offerings, Carion again points out that 
‘doesn’t it serve you right, when you used to get those goodies from them and then sometimes do 
them damage’ (1124-5). Thus, in Wealth, Aristophanes is emphasising the unbalanced relationship 
between humans and the gods, wherein the latter are failing to uphold their end of the bargain, and 
even favours given by good people to the gods are unrewarded. In this manner, Wealth is providing 
a strong justification for the protagonists’ revolution against the gods. Further, Wealth appears to be 
more critical of the current sovereignty of Zeus than the previous plays, Peace and Birds.  
 
Such a situation Chremylus intends to remedy with his ‘Big Idea’: curing the blind Wealth and 
having him take his rightful place as sovereign of the gods.264 Just as with Birds, Aristophanes is 
again dramatizing a rebellion against the traditional gods; an action which would not be tolerated 
beyond the dramatic stage. Yet in Wealth, such a revolution is successful, and the new regime under 
Wealth seems to be a straightforward affair, where virtuous humans are directly rewarded for their 
                                                 
259 Sommerstein 2001: ad. 87. 
260 Sommerstein 2001: ad. 87; Given 2009: 113. 
261 Bowie 1993: 273-4; Sommerstein 2001: ad. 93-4. 
262 Bowie 1993: 274. 
263 Bowie 1993: 275. 
264 See Sommerstein’s (1980: 11-13) discussion of how Aristophanes’ comedies usually revolve around a ‘Big Idea’.  
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conduct with riches.265 Under the new regime, the traditional charis relationship has been 
reinvigorated, and virtue and reverence are now being directly rewarded. In this manner, the Greek 
concept of charis is portrayed as more straightforward and predictable than could be relied on in 
reality. Wealth has moved from one extreme to another, from Zeus not honouring any charis 
commitments of the good, to every exchange being honoured. The traditional charis relationship 
has thus been transformed into a more economical agreement, where virtue is always directly 
rewarded by the new god, Wealth. Further, in such a world, every human is now virtuous, since it is 
no longer necessary to become evil to achieve wealth.266 
  
In Aristophanes’ Birds, the heavens were structured very similarly to a Greek state, with barbarian 
gods, ports and trade. In Wealth, Aristophanes again restructures the heavens according to human 
systems; yet this time everything comes down to money. For example, Chremylus poses the 
question ‘what enables Zeus to rule over the gods?’, to which Carion accordingly answers, ‘money 
does; he’s the one who’s got most of it.’ (130-1). Piety is also a matter of economics, since people 
only sacrifice and pray in order to gain riches (133). As Chremylus states, ‘everything is 
subordinate to being wealthy’ (146). Thus Olson observes that the relationship between humans and 
gods is ‘portrayed from the first as a purely practical economic arrangement’.267 The most 
outrageous consequence of such a world order is that Zeus can be accused of being ‘rich and yet so 
very mean and grasping’ (591). This is because Poverty makes the bizarre argument that Zeus is 
actually poor, and thus can only afford to award olive wreaths to Olympians rather than a gold 
crown (581-6). Yet, Chremylus rebuts this by saying: ‘doesn’t he make it obvious, just by that very 
fact, that he sets the greatest value on Wealth? He’s a penny-pincher, anxious not to let any of it get 
sent, so he gives worthless garlands to the victors and keeps his Wealth safe at home!’ (587-90). In 
this manner, Aristophanes creates a bizarre aetiology for the Olympic prizes, and demonstrates that 
Zeus, like every other human in this universe, is motivated by a desire for wealth. Thus Wealth is 
continuing the trend observed in Peace and Birds of exaggerating the anthropomorphism of the 
gods, and applying human desires and flaws to divine beings. It would seem that in this world, the 
mysterious workings of the gods are not so mysterious after all.   
 
Thus Chremylus works to revolt against the sovereignty of Zeus and establishes Wealth in his place. 
However, in the new religious order it would appear that humans no longer revere the gods. Thus 
                                                 
265 For example, the Honest Man and the Young Man are now benefiting from Wealth’s regime, while the Informer is 
appropriately in dire straits (823-1096). Even the Old Woman gets what she desires at the end, since Chremylus 
promises her that her young lover will visit her again (1201). 
266 McGlew 1997: 44. 
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Hermes complains that ‘no one sacrifices any more to us gods – no incense, no laurel, no ground-
cakes, no animals, no nothing!’ (1114-6). This is a concern shared by the Priest of Zeus the Saviour, 
since he comes crawling to Chremylus’ door exclaiming that ‘now no one sacrifices anything at all; 
they don’t even come into the sanctuary – except that there’s thousands on thousands who come in 
to have a crap!’ (1182-4). It would thus appear that the new order is a godless one, where impiety 
runs rampant. However, Chremylus never thinks of his plan in this way. Poverty accuses Chremylus 
and Blepsidemus of being          
‘a [wicked] little pair of humans, who have the audacity to do so reckless, so 
impious, so lawless a deed’ 415-6). In contrast, Chremylus states that    
             
‘it’s right and just that the virtuous among mankind should have prosperity, and the wicked 
and the godless, of course, the reverse of that’ 490-1). He conceives of his plan as being   
     ‘noble, admirable, and beneficial in every way’), because 
a seeing Wealth will: 
            
           
    

Direct his steps to the good among mankind and never forsake them, and will shun 
the wicked and godless; and consequently he will bring it about that everyone is 
virtuous – and rich, of course – and reveres the power of the gods (493-7).  
 
And reverence towards the gods has indeed continued in the new reign. The final scenes of the play 
occur outside the house of Chremylus, inside of which a large sacrifice is being prepared to the new 
god (819-20). In fact, the Honest Man and Young Man both appear with the specific intent of 
making a dedication to Wealth (955-8, 1088-9). Therefore, while it is true that sacrifices have been 
halted for the traditional gods, the people of Athens are still honouring a god. In particular, 
Sommerstein reminds us that ‘reverence towards, worship of, and sacrifice to the gods was 
obligatory not because the gods were good, but because they were powerful’.268 Thus, at the finale 
of the play, Wealth is the ‘only god who matters’ and accordingly, humans sacrifice to, and revere, 
him.269 In this fashion, it has been demonstrated that Aristophanes has again staged a play where the 
traditional rule of the gods is overthrown in lieu of a better system. Yet, as in Birds, the new system 
functions in a similar manner to the old system. Despite Zeus’ rule being overthrown, the new 
world under Wealth still reveres the divine. 
 
                                                 
268 Sommerstein 2001: 17. 
269 Sommerstein 2001: 17. 
54 
 
However, just as in Birds where the ultimate victor was the human protagonist, in Wealth, humanity 
also comes out on top. At the end of the play there is a reversal of the power relationship between 
the gods and humans. For example, in order to fill his empty stomach, Hermes offers his services to 
the household (1146-7). However, Carion repeatedly rejects his various epithets such as Hermes 
Strophaios (‘god of the turning hinge’), Hermes Empoliaios (‘god of commerce’), Hermes Dolios 
(‘god of deceit’) and Hermes Hegemonios (‘the divine guide’), since they will not be useful in the 
world order (1153-61). Only under the epithet Enagonios (‘the god of competitions’) is he allowed 
access (1162-8). Hermes is then reduced to the menial job of cleaning the offal from the sacrifice, 
and has been dubbed as ‘Hermes Diakonikos, the divine Dogsbody!’ (1170). This scene represents 
the ultimate reversal in status and power that has occurred between humans and the gods, as the 
slave hands Hermes the washing up to do instead. In this economically minded world, the gods have 
now become the new working class.270 Even Zeus the Saviour ‘has come of his own accord’ into the 
house of Chremylus (1190). It would thus appear that the divine-human relationship has undergone 
a reversal, with humanity as the ultimate benefactors.   
 
However, there is contention over whether Wealth was intended to carry an ironic meaning which 
would undermine the fantastical utopia at the conclusion.271 For example, Bowie declares that if the 
audience ‘have eyes to see’ they would understand that the play was deconstructing its own 
fantasy.272 In particular, Bowie places great emphasis on the arguments of Poverty in the agon, 
where she foretells that universal wealth would result in no workers or luxury items anymore (508-
34).273 However, her prediction is eventually proven false, since this role has actually been assumed 
by Hermes (1170).274 Even so, Chremylus seems unable to defeat her through argumentative 
prowess, but rather refuses to continue the agon at all: ‘you won’t persuade us, not even if you 
persuade us!’ (600). Rather, Chremylus and this play remain stubbornly rooted in fantasy, despite 
logic and arguments to the contrary. For example, as Heath states, ‘as so often in Aristophanes, 
mere facts have not been allowed to interfere with wishful fantasy’.275 Yet, McGlew supplies an 
alternative outlook, arguing that the audience were never supposed to agree with Poverty’s 
arguments. Poverty is a deplorable creature, from her appearance to her role, and the audience 
would never have been sympathetic to her cause. Her arguments accordingly cannot be viewed as a 
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the entire debate.  
272 Bowie 1993: 290-1. 
273 Bowie 1993: 290. 
274 McGlew 1997: 47. 
275 Heath 1987: 33. 
55 
 
hidden, underlying message of Wealth; she was never expected to win. 276 Rather, the play imagines 
a world where humanity can be united together in virtue and prosperity, and does not need to be 
economically divided like Poverty claims.277 Aristophanes’ Wealth reasons that by establishing 
universal wealth, humans will have no reason to commit evil anymore, and accordingly, every 
human will now be virtuous.278 The only division now remaining in Chremylus’ new world is 
between humanity and the newly reduced gods, who are ‘the ‘“other” against whom the once poor 
and now wealthy define themselves’.279 Thus, overall Aristophanes has constructed a fantastical 
play which investigates the current status quo and suggests an alternative. Humanity has unified 
together and achieved a victory over the gods, who have been reduced to the lowest denominator 
and servile class in this new world. The traditional charis relationship between the gods and humans 
has been reversed, since Hermes is the one now begging for favours from the humans. Now, the 
human problem of widespread poverty is instead shouldered by the gods.   
 
4.3 Wealth 
 
Similar to Peace, Wealth also stages the initiation of a minor deity into the pantheon of the gods. 
Wealth likely had no independent cultic honours during the time of this play’s staging. However, he 
was associated with the Eleusinian Mysteries in his role as the son of Demeter (Hes. Theog. 963-
73).280 Wealth in this capacity represents the agricultural wealth that the Eleusinian goddesses 
would gift to those involved in their rites.281 He was likely the divine child whose birth was 
proclaimed during the Eleusinian Mysteries in front of the initiates (Hippol. Haer. 5.8.40).282 
Wealth was probably the young boy pictured alongside Demeter and Kore in the Great Eleusinian 
Relief carved in about 430 BC.283 Further, he was invoked alongside other Eleusinian deities in 
Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae (295-9).284 Wealth thus likely had an involvement in the rituals 
surrounding the Eleusinian goddesses, but was not a god in his own right. Therefore, in Wealth, 
Aristophanes again disrupts the status quo and raises a minor deity above their normal allotment. 
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The appearance of Wealth is significant in this play because, unlike Hermes who is recognised 
instantly, Wealth is not portrayed in the standard manner. It is not until his identity is forced out of 
him that the characters are made aware that they are dealing with a god. And Chremylus is quite 
shocked to find the god in such a state: ‘You? Wealth? In such a wretched condition?’ (80). Wealth 
is described by Carion as ‘an old man who’s filthy and bent and wretched and shrivelled and bald 
and toothless; and I dare say, by heaven, that he’s minus his foreskin too!’ (265). In contrast, the 
audience would have been more used to artistic depictions of Wealth as a baby or boy, rather than 
the wizened beggar present on the stage.285 As Compton-Engle observes, the initial appearance of 
Wealth communicates to the audience that ‘everything having to do with Wealth is awry’.286 It is 
only after he is healed that he appears rejuvenated, possibly younger, likely with a new mask to 
reflect his newly gained vision, and wearing the white robes characteristic of a pilgrim to Asclepius’ 
temple.287 The costumes of the human characters also probably reflected Wealth’s rejuvenation, 
with finer clothes replacing their previous rags.288 Thus, the manipulation of costumes in this play 
readily reflects the change in fortune for the characters.  
 
The most pertinent feature of the god in this play, however, is his blindness. While the appearance 
of Wealth differs significantly from his artistic portrayals, his blindness would have been familiar 
from poetic and popular conceptions of the god.289 For example, a poem by Hipponax states: 
‘Wealth – for he is all too blind – has never come to my house and said “Hipponax, I’m giving you 
thirty minae of silver and many other things too”; for he’s got a wretched mentality’.290 A popular 
drinking song by Timocreon of Rhodes during the period sings of a blind wealth, claiming that ‘it is 
because of you that men have all evil always’.291 This conception of a blind Wealth as the cause of 
misfortune differs from the earlier Hesiodic description of him as ‘a kindly god who goes 
everywhere over land and the sea’s wide back, and him who finds him and into whose hands he 
comes he makes rich, bestowing great wealth upon him’ (Hes. Theog. 969-74). This also differs 
from his cultic association with the Eleusinian Mysteries as a provider of agricultural bounty.292 
However, it seems to be an innovation of Aristophanes that Wealth’s blindness was caused by 
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Zeus.293  This enables Aristophanes to synthesise the two identities of Wealth together, combining 
the cultic ‘dispenser of blessings’ with the blind ‘dispenser of curses’.294 Aristophanes is 
manipulating existing portrayals of Wealth into a new comedic form.295 His jokes thus rely on the 
contextual understanding of his audience. He composes a new composite image of this minor deity 
for the comedic stage, constructed out of various characteristics and behaviours from external 
popular, cultic and literary sources. Aristophanes thus goes beyond audience expectations in order 
to create new comic possibilities.  
 
Despite the main character’s assertion that Wealth is in fact the ‘most powerful of all divinities 
(’, it is interesting how he is not treated as such (Ar. Plut. 231). Upon first meeting 
Wealth, Chremylus and Carion both threaten to end his life, if he does not reveal his identity to 
them (56-75). And after revealing himself, Carion proclaims, ‘you’re the filthiest villain in the 
world!’ (79). And later they also declare him as the ‘the most cowardly divinity ( in the 
world’ (123: cf. 201). Wealth is also referred to as a ‘saddo’ (, ‘idiot’ (, and 
Carion implies that he does not have a functioning foreskin (118, 120, 267).296 These characters are 
not granting Wealth the respect he deserves as a god. Notably such insults do not occur after the 
rejuvenation of Wealth. This may, in part, be because Wealth himself does not appear on the stage 
much during the latter stages of the play. However, this could also be a symptom of the god 
receiving his due respect as effective ruler of the cosmos.  
 
4.4 Asclepius 
 
The cult of Asclepius was first introduced into Athens in 420 BC. However, the popularity of 
Asclepius was so great that, within a mere twelve months of his arrival, he was built a second 
sanctuary on the Acropolis itself. Needless to say, such an honour was not often granted to newly 
introduced gods.297 The speed of the sanctuary’s construction so soon after his introduction into 
Athens is a testament to the popularity and prestige of Asclepius.298 The high abundance of votive 
reliefs and inventories from the Acropolis sanctuary also attest to his popularity.299 And by the end 
of the fifth century, the Athenian polis assumed control of his sanctuary in the Piraeus, and similarly 
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the Asclepeieion on the Acropolis became an official cult of the state in the mid-fourth century.300 
Even though Asclepius was not native to Athens, his importance to the polis was clear, and his cult 
rapidly gained in prominence and spread throughout Attica.301  
 
Yet, in Aristophanes’ Wealth, the tale that Carion spins of Wealth’s healing is filled with blatant 
impieties and mocking of the god and his rites. Overall the ritual aspect of Asclepius’ worship, the 
rites undertaken in his temple in order to be cured, seem to have been described according to what 
is otherwise known.302 Yet, Carion spends the rite stealing the sacred food, just as the priest is doing 
(671-83). He reckons that his actions are  ‘thoroughly lawful’), since he witnessed 
the priest taking the food (682), though the wife’s response indicates that his behaviour is quite 
deplorable: ‘you wretched, wretched man (’ weren’t you afraid of the god?’ (684). 
Carion confirms that he does fear the god: afraid he would ‘get to the pot before I did!’ (684-6). But 
the gravest jest made at Asclepius’ expense is in the following interaction: Carion, as Asclepius was 
approaching, ‘let off an enormous great fart’, to which Asclepius did not respond at all (697-704). 
The wife proclaims: ‘a boorish sort of a god you’re calling him!’ Carion then retorts: ‘no, I’m not; 
I’m calling him a shit-eater! (’ (705-6). Carion is thus committing blatant impieties in 
the sanctuary of Asclepius.  
 
However, despite the disrespect towards Asclepius, overall Wealth presents a positive image of the 
god. As Sommerstein observes, ‘Carion is describing things which no dutiful worshipper could 
have seen, but everything we hear of Asclepius tends to increase his glory, not to diminish or 
debunk him’.303 For example, after Carion pretends to be a sacred snake by biting one of the 
sleeping worshipper’s hand, the real god shows up immediately afterwards (689-96). And of course, 
the ultimate demonstration of the god’s power is that the ritual works, and the eyesight of Wealth is 
restored. There is an enjoyment in acting in such an incongruous manner in a place that is distinctly 
unsuitable for it. There is a glee to subverting rules. Thus Zumbrunnen observes, ‘the tale is a 
mixture of low-brow humour mingled with comedy’s respect for magical transformations’.304 
Similar to Peace and Birds, Wealth features blatant disrespect and impieties committed against the 
gods. These plays embrace the enjoyment that comes from ribbing the gods, and grant the 
characters the capability to disrespect them and insult them in a manner that normally would not be 
                                                 
300 Garland 1992: 116, 129. 
301 Garland 1992: 133. 
302 Bowie 1993: 279; Sommerstein 2001: 13. See Bowie (1993: 279) for more information on the similarities.  
303 Sommerstein 2001: 13. 
304 Zumbrunnen 2006: 329. 
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tolerated. Yet, such impieties are simultaneously tempered by a confirmation of the power of the 
traditional gods. 
 
Further, the play does not simply demonstrate the power of Asclepius, but also secures him a place 
within Athenian society. Asclepius causes a local politician to become blind. And in response, the 
wife, who Carion is explaining the rite to, exclaims: ‘what a very clever, patriotic fellow that god 
is!’ (726). And then Carion also states, ‘I was praising the god very highly indeed, because he had 
given Wealth his sight so quickly, and had made Neocleides more blind than before!’ (746-7). In 
this fashion, Asclepius is shown to be essentially in ‘cahoots’ with the Athenians and, as a newly 
instituted Athenian god, is looking out for the welfare of the polis by crippling one of its bad 
politicians. Thus, overall, despite the comic description of the god, and the impious foolery 
committed in his temple, the power of the god is demonstrated quite clearly in his healing of 
Wealth’s eyesight. In Wealth, the relatively new god, Asclepius, is given a particularly sympathetic 
portrayal.  
 
4.5 Hermes 
 
Hermes is characterised in Aristophanes’ Wealth in a remarkably similar fashion to his earlier 
appearance in Peace. Initially, as is characteristic of a tricker god, Hermes plays a game of knock 
and run with Carion (1097-102). As in Peace, Hermes is recognisable on sight, and it can be 
presumed that his appearance in Wealth was similar to the earlier play.305 Though despite being 
aware that this was a god, Carion addresses Hermes as if he were a mere trickster: ‘here, you, tell 
me, was it you that was knocking so hard on the door just now?’306 Of course, Hermes denies 
having done so (1100-2). The god is here as a messenger of Zeus, carrying a warning for the human 
upstarts (1108-9). Though it is a testament to the change in affairs that Carion responds to Zeus’ 
threat with ‘this herald needs a tongue cutting out!’ (1110).307 During this entire scene Carion has 
the upper-hand, and it is now Hermes begging for favours. Aristophanes’ Birds examined the effect 
that stopping sacrifices would have on the gods. In that play, being denied the customary knise 
resulted in the gods starving. Something similar occurs here, as Hermes arrives starving at 
Chremylus’ door (1123). This is another example of comedy’s tendency to exaggerate the 
anthropomorphism of the gods and supply them with all-to-human characteristics. As was discussed 
                                                 
305 Stone 1981: 319. 
306 Sommerstein 2001: ad.  1099. 
307 The scholion on this line records that sometimes a tongue was offered, or had a libation poured over it, to Hermes as 
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with reference to Birds, traditionally the gods do not depend on sacrifices for nourishment. Yet, on 
the comedic stage, humans have substantially more power over the gods than they do in popular 
religion. Hermes thus is directly affected and is starving due to the halting of his sacrifices.  
 
Yet, rather than yearning for the knise common to most gods, Hermes instead yearns for what is 
commonly offered to him in cult.308 For example, Hermes’ begs in particular for ‘all the things that 
you’d expect Hermes to eat’ (1122). Hermes ‘used to get all kinds of goodies, first thing in the 
morning, from the women tavern-keepers – wine-cakes, honey, dried figs’, and the god also 
bemoans the loss of legs of pork, flat-cakes, hot innards, and the cup of fifty-fifty blend (1112-32). 
In particular, the dishes offered by the tavern-keepers would have been the offerings commonly 
made to the Herms.309 Wealth, like Peace, is thus capitalising on the ambiguous distinction between 
the god Hermes, and the Herms that represent him. In response to such begging, Chremylus shoves 
the chamber-pot at the god proclaiming ‘drink this with your meal, and then run off, the sooner the 
better!’ (1133). Not to be deterred by such rudeness, Hermes continues to beg for bread and meat 
from the sacrifice (1136-7). Recall that Hermes was called or ‘sticky one’, in Peace 
(Ar. Pax 193). The treatment of Hermes here is particularly reminiscent to his earlier portrayal in 
Peace. In both plays, Hermes is a composite image of his traditional and literary characteristics, 
exaggerated and parodied for the comic stage. However, the human protagonists consistently 
maintain a position of power over the god, and are more likely to mock or insult him then pay him 
respect. I again suggest that such a characterisation and treatment of Hermes was a comedic trope, 
present across various plays. Such comic clichés do not have a direct relationship to traditional 
religion. Rather, the Hermes in Peace and Wealth is a ‘distorted’ version common to the comic 
stage.  
 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
Aristophanes’ Wealth adapts various traditional values, rites and beliefs for comedic purposes. The 
characterisations of the gods, and the jokes at their expense, ultimately rely on the conventional 
knowledge of the audience. This play embraces the enjoyment that comes from ribbing the gods, 
and grants the characters the capability to disrespect them and insult them in a manner that normally 
would not be tolerated. Yet, as in Birds, the impious treatment of the gods is tempered by reverence 
for their power throughout.  
 
                                                 
308 Versnel 2014: 364-5. 
309 With the exception of the legs of pork; Versnel 2011: 355, 364-5. 
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In many ways Wealth is similar to Peace. Both plays focus on the establishment of a minor deity 
into a full-fledged god accorded independent honours and sacrifices. Both plays have strikingly 
similar treatments of Hermes. Further, Aristophanes’ Wealth exhibits many of the same 
characteristics observed in Birds. Both envisage a fantastical revolution of the current divine system 
and conclude with the ultimate victory of the human protagonists over their previous divine leaders. 
However, Wealth features greater criticism of the current status quo, since it vividly portrays a 
system where human piety is worthless and the gods are outright neglecting to honour their charis 
obligations. Chremylus thus proceeds to commit the outrageously sacrilegious deed of revolting 
against the very gods themselves. The divine status quo is turned on its head, as the traditional gods 
are reduced to the servile class and are now the ones begging for favours from the humans. Humans 
have again emerged victorious at the expense of their divine counterparts.  
 
However, paradoxically, this attack on the gods actually serves to re-vitalise the traditional charis 
relationship, where piety is now appropriately rewarded and, consequently, all of Athens is now 
pious. Humans continue to perform traditional sacrifices, even though such sacrifices are now all 
directed towards the god, Wealth. As was observed in Birds, the new regime follows the same rules 
as the previous system, and religious rites common to popular religion continue to be upheld.  
 
4.7 Preliminary Findings of the Thesis 
 
In each of these plays the divine world has been disturbed and overturned by human characters. In 
Peace the initial criticism of the gods is shown to be false, and the gods have forsaken humanity 
and abandoned the Greeks to their self-made fate. Peace envisions a world where the gods have 
deserted humanity, because they refused to accept their overtures of peace. However, through the 
course of the play this original plan comes to fruition. The actions of the humans, despite going 
against the decree of Zeus, work towards re-establishing order and the play concludes with 
celebration, festivity, and of course, peace.  However, the other two plays are harsher in their 
criticisms of the gods, and the human characters actively work towards establishing a new system in 
place of the old, broken one. In Birds, this is because the avian chorus is perceived to be better than 
the gods. Accordingly, a human disrupts the flow of sacrifices and replaces the very gods with their 
avian counterparts. In Wealth, Zeus’ failure to reward virtue is counteracted by the humans 
replacing him with Wealth. They go straight to the source and implement a more straightforward 
world where the god always rewards good humans. All three of these plays envision a world where 
the actions of humans actually have the potential to inflict harm on the divine beings usually 
positioned so far above them.  
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In these comedies, the gods are mocked, insulted and disrespected, while blatant impieties towards 
their worship frequent the stage. In each play, the power of the gods is consistently undermined, and 
humans repeatedly triumph over their divine betters. As was observed in chapter one, transgression 
and disrespect against the gods, the customs and the beliefs of the community constituted impiety. 
In contrast, to be pious was to ensure that the cults, rites and sacrifices of the city continue in the 
way that had been established by the ancestors. It is thus striking that the protagonists of Birds and 
Wealth each forcibly hijack sacrifices and subvert the traditional system, introducing new gods and 
rites in place of the old. This happens also in Peace, where the minor goddess Peace is installed as a 
new cult-statue, Theoria is obscenely treated, and when Trygaeus promises to dedicate all Attic 
religious festivals to Hermes instead. As per the discussion in the first chapter, such activities, if 
they were to occur outside the theatrical context, could have attracted the ire of the both the 
community and, as far as the Athenians were concerned, the gods themselves. As Euthyphro says, 
‘the opposite of what is gratifying to the gods is impious, and that overturns and destroys everything 
(Pl. Euthphr. 14b).  And recall that Socrates was executed for not acknowledging the gods and 
creating new ones in their place. In contrast, such actions are played off for laughs on the comic 
stage. By this measure, Aristophanes is certainly treating the gods impiously.  
 
Another significant aspect of Aristophanes’ treatment of the gods is how the jokes derive from 
exaggerating or parodying their traditional traits. This is most evident in the case of Hermes, whose 
comedic persona is constructed out of a compilation of traditional characteristics. The minor deity, 
Wealth, is also a conscious subversion of his expected appearance and state. Another significant 
feature of each play is that the gods are excessively humanised, while the rules that govern them are 
often simply the physical limitations of humans. The traditional anthropomorphism of the gods is 
thus consistently exaggerated for comedic affect. This is most evident in Birds, where Zeus’ sight 
can be blocked by a parasol, Heracles worries about inheritance law, and Mt Olympus is governed 
like the Athenian polis itself. Sacrifice in many instances is also imagined to have a direct effect on 
the divine recipients, starving the gods if they do not receive their share. Similarly, charis is 
conceived as more direct, and demands for reciprocity from the gods can now be done face-to-face. 
In this manner, the gods are constructed from a combination and exaggeration of their 
characteristics familiar to the audience from cult, art, and literature. Conventional beliefs about the 
gods and divine systems are manipulated on the stage for humorous ends.  
 
However, a surprising characteristic of each play is the manner in which the impiety has been 
tempered by an acknowledgement of divine power. In other words, in these plays the system itself 
is not criticised, but rather the individual gods. For example, in regard to Birds, it seems quite 
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irreligious of Aristophanes to stage a play wherein the gods are undermined by starving them out of 
Mt Olympus. However, it is important to note that the plan itself hinges on a belief in the power and 
influence of sacrifice. Similar to how the humans behave in Birds, Aristophanes only supplants the 
gods in their own terms. The gods of Aristophanes are still implicated in their original religious 
framework. Instead of new gods, we have avian versions of the old, and rather than describing the 
different manner in which the birds will benefit humanity, most of the focus remains on how the 
birds will maintain and improve the current status quo. Even when Peisetaerus usurps the birds in 
the conclusion, he actually appropriates the power symbols of Zeus. The plot of Wealth similarly 
relies on the belief that sacrifice is meaningful. In this play the protagonist refuses to sacrifice to the 
traditional gods any longer, and instead directs his offerings to Wealth. Similar to Birds, the 
religious system essentially continues unabated, with only the recipients having changed. Even in 
Peace, after the gods have deserted humanity, the characters still seek another god to fix the 
problem. By doing so, they have actually restored proper religious conventions. The vile, corrupted 
and war-torn universe is purified, and the play ends with libations, prayer and sacrifices held in 
Peace’s honour. Peace also directly discredits Trygaeus’ criticisms of Zeus, and demonstrates that 
the gods had actually cared for the Greeks until they had been driven to their breaking point. 
Overall, the newly elevated gods in each play, despite being raised above their normal cultic 
allotment, are still recognisably governed by the same customs and beliefs. Despite the criticisms 
and the impious treatment, popular religious values are never wholeheartedly abandoned.  
 
It therefore needs to be emphasised that Aristophanes’ treatment of the gods is multifaceted and 
cannot be reduced down to one single phenomenon. For example, every characteristic of a god that 
is distorted into a new comic form also relies upon religious belief for a foundation. In this way 
Aristophanes’ jokes and mockery at the expense of the gods also confirm the conventional religious 
knowledge of the audience. The gods on the comic stage are still recognisably the gods of popular 
Athenian religion. And, despite the irreverent portrayals and treatments of the gods, these depictions 
are comedic distortion rather than a complete rejection of popular religious beliefs.  
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Chapter 5 - Aristophanes’ Frogs 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Aristophanes’ Frogs portrays Dionysus in a derogatory manner, casting the god of the theatre in the 
role of a buffoon and a coward. Frogs sustains this characterisation throughout the majority of the 
play, going beyond the impious treatment of the other plays considered previously. Nonetheless, 
Aristophanes’ portrayal of Dionysus incorporates his identity as an Athenian god, worshiped in 
festivals such as the Anthesteria, the Eleusinian Mysteries, and, of course, the dramatic festivals. 
Ultimately, through the course of the play, Dionysus emerges as a god of the theatre. His roles are 
exaggerated and adapted for the stage, and his comedic alter-ego is intricately tied up with his ritual 
identity. This Dionysus, despite being a comedic buffoon, is able to secure the safety of the 
Athenian polis by choosing to resurrect the tragedian that will educate her citizens. In this manner 
Aristophanes’ Frogs continues the trend observed in the previous plays of confirming that belief in 
the gods will benefit the Athenian polis in the end.  
 
Frogs won first prize at the Lenaea festival of 405 BC. The play was so well received that it was re-
performed again the following year and its playwright was officially honoured with a wreath of 
sacred olive. In particular, Aristophanes was praised because of the advice offered in the parabasis, 
namely that citizenship should be restored to disenfranchised citizens (Ar. Ran. 686-705; Vit. Ar. 
1.35-9 Koster). Athens indeed followed Aristophanes’ advice soon afterwards, in the autumn of 405 
BC, when Patrocleides’ decree re-instated the citizenship rights of various members of the polis 
who had previously lost their rights (Andoc. 1.73-9).310 The extant text of Frogs seems to preserve 
alternative versions of various scenes. It is likely that these passages were revised for the second 
performance and that both versions have been preserved in our text (Ar. Ran. 1251-60, 1431a-b, 
1437-53).311 
 
Frogs follows Dionysus’ efforts to retrieve his favourite tragedian, Euripides, from Hades. 
Dionysus, accompanied by his slave, Xanthias, enters the stage dressed as Heracles, believing that 
the costume will grant him a warm welcome in Hades (1-115). After getting directions from the real 
Heracles, the two protagonists enter the underworld (117-436). However, Dionysus’ Heraclean 
costume attracts unwanted attention, and ‘Heracles’ is brought to task for wreaking havoc when he 
had visited previously. What follows is a series of costume exchanges between Dionysus and 
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Xanthias, as the god endeavours to escape punishment for Heracles’ actions by foisting the 
Heraclean costume on his slave (465-628). The second half of the play is dedicated to an agon 
between Euripides and Aeschylus, in order to determine who is the best tragedian. Dionysus 
presides over the contest as judge, but he is unable to come to a decision based upon the technical 
qualities of their work (753-1413). At Pluto’s urging, Dionysus reveals that he intends to bring the 
victor back to Athens in order to save the polis and its theatrical festivals (1414-21). Being unable 
to come to a decision, Dionysus instead queries them about how they would advise the city in 
wartime matters (1422-66). Aeschylus is thereby declared the winner and the play ends as the 
characters exit both Hades and the stage (1471-533).  
 
5.2 Dionysus in Comedy and Satyric Drama 
 
Before embarking on a discussion of Dionysus’ characterisation in Aristophanes’ Frogs, it is 
important to understand how Dionysus was portrayed in other comedies. Aside from Frogs, 
Dionysus also appeared in Aristophanes’ Babylonians and Dionysus Shipwrecked, Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexander, Platon’s Adonis, Aristomenes’ Dionysus in Training, Ameipsias’ 
Apokottabizontes, and Eupolis’ Officers.312 In comedy, it seems that Dionysus was frequently 
thrown into ludicrous situations, and the humour derives from his incompetent shenanigans 
therein.313 Further, Dionysus in the role of a coward seems to have been popularised by Eupolis, 
according to a scholion on Peace.314 However, a cowardly Dionysus is also briefly featured in 
Homer’s Iliad. After encountering Lycurgus, ‘Dionysus fled, and plunged beneath the wave of the 
sea, and Thetis received him in her bosom, filled with fear, for mighty terror got hold of him at the 
man’s shouts’ (Hom. Il. 6.135-7). This indicates that comedy was drawing on existing conceptions 
of the god when depicting him as a coward.   
 
Of these non-extant plays, the most preserved is Cratinus’ Dionysalexander, which has a selection 
of lines preserved and a near-complete hypothesis. Dionysalexander was likely performed in either 
in 430 or 429 BC, though a date of 437 or 436 BC has also been suggested.315 In essence, this play 
reinvents the judgment of Paris myth by replacing Paris with Dionysus. Cratinus’ play is similar to 
Frogs, in that Dionysus is incompetent, a buffoon, and repeatedly manipulates his appearance. 
Further, it is possible that Dionysus was also the stereotypical coward, based upon the following 
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fragment preserved in Photius’ lexicon: ‘for as soon as you hear < her? > words, you started 
grinding your front teeth’ (fr. 41). In Greek culture, grinding your teeth was commonly an 
indication of terror.316 Eupolis’ Officers, performed in either 427 or the mid-410s, also seems to 
have featured a cowardly Dionysus who possibly travelled to Hades, though this time in order to 
learn how to become a soldier under the deceased Phormio.317 Similar to the other plays discussed, 
Officers likely exploited the contrast between the battle-hardened Phormio and the cowardly, 
effeminate and incompetent Dionysus.318 For example, Dionysus turns up to training equipped 
‘with a bathrub and a brass pot, like a she-soldier from Ionia that’s just given birth’ (fr. 272). He 
bemoans the plain rations of the military life, while yearning for luxurious food such as Naxian 
almonds and wine (fr. 271, 275). Further, the poor god must endure unwashed hair and wearing 
only a plain cloak as opposed to his common colourful clothing (fr. 275, 280).319  
 
In sum, it will be observed that the Dionysus of Frogs features characteristics observed in all these 
plays. Dionysus on the comic stage is frequently cowardly, effeminate, incompetent, a buffoon and 
likely to change his appearance. Aristophanes’ own version of Dionysus was probably mimicking 
and adapting these existing stereotypes.320 The fact that such stereotypes existed provides indirect 
evidence for the tastes of the audience, since comic playwrights would not repeatedly portray 
Dionysus in such a fashion if the audience was not receptive. The mocking treatment of Dionysus in 
Frogs is therefore not a onetime occurrence, but was a common feature in Athenian comedy.  
 
Further, it may be that the comic Dionysus subsumed some of the characteristics of his satyr 
followers, as they are portrayed in the satyr-plays. Satyrs are frequently buffoonish, pleasure-loving, 
boastful and cowardly.321 Dionysus also frequently demonstrates these characteristics in Frogs, 
either mimicking his satyr underlings, or providing a role-model for such behaviour. In particular, 
the bravado and cowardliness of Dionysus that is intrinsic to his comic persona may have been 
inspired by the satyr-plays. For example, in Euripides’ Cyclops, the satyrs promise to aid Odysseus 
in attacking the Cyclops, and declare that their ‘hearts shall be like rock or adamant!’ (595-8). 
However, when the time comes, they scramble for reasons to avoid the danger (635-55). In 
Sophocles’ Searchers, Silenus admonishes the satyrs because they are terrified of everything, and 
he complains that ‘in every crisis you profess loyalty, but fly from action’ (145-68). Of course, 
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Silenus himself proves to be no better and, despite his brave words, shortly tries to flee the stage 
(176-209). Similarly, it will be shown that the Dionysus of Frogs is the ultimate braggart who, at 
the first sign of trouble hides behind his human slave (285-93). As with the satyrs, Dionysus is a 
pleasure-seeking guy, who would rather chase pretty girls than encounter hardships or danger (e.g. 
Eur. Cycl. 63-81). In this way, Dionysus’ behaviour seems to be modelled on the satyrs, exhibiting 
many of the same characteristics and goals as his underlings. Therefore, Dionysus in Frogs is 
characterised overall as a theatrical god, encompassing each of the genres: a lover of tragedy, a 
clearly comic figure, and one who behaves in a satyr-like manner.   
 
5.3 The Appearance of Dionysus 
 
We first encounter Dionysus berating his slave for wanting to use stereotypical jokes that only 
Aristophanes’ opponents would sink to using (Ar. Ran. 1-24). As Dionysus complains, ‘when I’m 
watching them and see one of these clever routines, I go away at least a year older’ (16-8). During 
the City Dionysia, a statue of Dionysus was brought in and placed in the theatre, as a physical 
reminder of the patron god’s presence. While this practice is not attested for the Lenaea in which 
Frogs was performed, it can be inferred that the god himself was still watching the plays held in his 
honour, regardless of the festival.322 Here, Aristophanes is cheekily having the patron god of drama 
announce his preference for his own plays, ignoring the fact that Aristophanes himself employs 
these sorts of jokes – even in this play itself.323 Thus, at the very beginning of Frogs, the audience is 
confronted by a Dionysus who is opinionated about the plays performed during his festival. As 
Biles states, ‘Dionysus is a stereotypical theatre-goer, since, however much his excessive 
sophistication makes him an unwitting object of laughter, his pronouncements to Xanthias serve to 
establish this persona’.324 In Frogs overall the comic Dionysus is inseparable from his various cultic 
identities and characteristics. However, the most consistently used identity in Frogs is Dionysus as 
the patron god of theatre and, from the very beginning of the play, his connection to the theatre is 
emphasised.  
 
While Dionysus may consider himself to have exquisite taste in theatre, it is evident that he is not 
an expert in costuming. Before Dionysus introduces himself as ‘Dionysus, son of Decanter’ (22), 
the audience may have been slightly confused over who exactly the bizarre motley of clothes was 
meant to represent. This is because the effeminate Dionysus has paired his traditional womanly 
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gown with the accoutrement of the hyper-masculine Heracles; however the costume is not 
particularly effective. As Heracles later declares:         
             (‘I just 
can’t banish laughter, seeing a lion-skin worn on top of a saffron gown like that. What’s the idea? 
Why has a club joined forces with a pair of lady’s boots?’ 45-7). Dionysus obliviously interprets 
Heracles’ laughter as fear (41). He is unable to comprehend the silliness and the ineffectiveness of 
his disguise, and is thus exhibiting characteristics of the alazon comic type. This type refers to a 
character who takes himself so seriously that he is hilarious.325 In reality, the stereotypical traits of 
Heracles, the lion-skin and club, form a hilarious contrast to Dionysus’ krokotos, or saffron 
gown.326 A saffron gown, aside from being a fancy woman’s garment in real life, was also 
commonly worn by Dionysus and his followers in artistic depictions.327 And Dionysus was also 
dressed in a saffron gown in Cratinus’ Dionysalexander (fr. 40). The kothornoi, or Dionysus’ lady 
boots, were similarly worn by Dionysus in art, and by women or travellers in real life. Though, 
kothornoi were also the boots worn by tragic actors.328   
 
Humour is thus generated by the contrasting gender identities of Heracles and Dionysus. Heracles 
functions as the ultra-masculine and brave foil to the feminine and cowardly Dionysus.329  Though, 
as Habash observes, while the effeminacy of Dionysus’ garb is likely the intended focus, 
‘nevertheless, the [saffron gown’s] association with participants in Dionysiac festivals and the 
kothornos’ association with tragedy are reminders that the patron god of drama is, in fact, acting in 
one of his own rites’.330 In addition to this, Dionysus is called (‘big-belly’), and thus it can 
be inferred that his costume included extra padding on the belly and his rear-end, which was a 
common feature for characters on the comic stage (Ar. Ran. 199).331  Thus, at the outset Dionysus 
appears as, Habash observes, a ‘typical comic actor, seeking to draw laughter from any source’, 
complete with comic costume and name, ‘Dionysus, son of Decanter’ (22).332 Dionysus has already 
evoked laughter from Heracles upon seeing his bizarre costuming.333 At the very beginning for the 
play, the god of the theatre is employing costume in order to achieve his goals. Yet, already 
Dionysus is failing to live up to the costume he has adopted, something which will be addressed 
later in further detail. 
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5.4 Heracles 
 
Heracles was previously discussed in regard to Birds, where it was observed that the hero-turned-
god was slow-witted, thuggish, and primarily concerned with filling his belly. A similar 
characterisation is again used in Frogs. While only two extant comedies feature Heracles, he was 
frequently portrayed on the comic stage, and we are aware of appearances of the hero-cum-god in at 
least 32 comedies.334 Aristophanes draws attention to this in Wasps, with a similar speech recycled 
again in Peace. In Wasps, Aristophanes declares that ‘we haven’t got Heracles being cheated of his 
dinner’ (60), while in Peace that ‘he was the first to outlaw and expel from the stage those 
Heracleses who kneaded dough or went hungry’ (741-3).335 The scholion on this passage attributes 
the ‘starving Heracles’ ( motif to Eupolis, or alternatively to Cratinus, and 
observes that it gained traction afterwards (Ʃ Ar. Pax 741). This scholion quotes a line from one of 
Cratinus’ plays which also corroborates this observation: ‘life just isn’t worth living with Heracles 
always hungry and making these jokes’ (Cratinus fr. 346). As with Dionysus earlier, it would 
appear that such a treatment of Heracles was popular with the audience, considering the hero-god 
seems to have been a mainstay of the comic stage. In particular, Heracles as a glutton appears to 
have been an almost overused stereotype, and Aristophanes’ Frogs again continues this trend.   
 
At the beginning of the play, Dionysus explains to Heracles his passion for Euripides, leading to a 
humorous interaction where Heracles assumes that Dionysus is sexually interested in the playwright 
(Ar. Ran. 52-9). Only through a food analogy is Heracles finally able to understand the manner of 
Dionysus’ yearning for Euripides. As Dionysus asks, ‘have you, before now, ever felt a sudden 
desire for pea-soup?’ Since Heracles has experienced such a longing thousands of times, he of 
course understands Dionysus’ meaning perfectly (60-7). After clearing up this issue, what follows is 
an interesting discussion of the available playwriting talent still alive in Athens (73-97). Yet, 
Heracles fails to grasp why Dionysus would care in the first place, and is especially dismissive of 
his fervour for Euripides, declaring his work to be ‘sheer humbug’ (104). However, it is important 
to remember that Heracles was never considered to be particularly intellectual, and even Dionysus 
demands that he stick to the subject he knows best: food (107). As a figure more concerned with his 
belly, Heracles’ opinion cannot safely be relied on.336  Aristophanes is again portraying Heracles as 
a glutton, one who is more concerned with food than with the higher arts. However, neither is 
                                                 
334 Mills 1997: 138 n. 41. For a detailed list of the titles see Stafford (2012: 106). 
335 Both of these passages are from Aristophanes’ characteristic addresses to the audience, asking for them to vote for 
his plays because his content is more original than his opponents’ plays. The speech from Wasps is recycled in Peace, 
with minor differences.  
336 Biles 2011: 216 n. 19.   
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Dionysus a competent expert on tragedy in this exchange. In fact, Dionysus incorrectly quotes the 
lines from Euripides that he declares to be the exact sort of thing he is craving (100-2).337 Therefore, 
while Frogs has sufficiently established that Dionysus is a creature of the theatre, so far it is 
apparent that he is not an especially competent connoisseur of the arts. This anticipates Dionysus’ 
role in the conclusion as a judge of tragedy, where he will again demonstrate his ultimate 
incompetence in theatre. Overall, while Heracles and Dionysus are shown to be somewhat inept in 
regard to the theatre, nevertheless, both gods are shown to have significant knowledge about the 
state of affairs in Athens. 
 
Upon reaching the underworld, Dionysus discovers that his Heraclean costume is not exactly useful 
in gaining him safe passage. Heracles is often traditionally a violent thug, and he was an aggressive 
brute down in the comic underworld as well. For example, the Innkeeper and Plathane describe the 
mayhem of Heracles’ previous visit, how the man had eaten excessive amounts of food and, after 
being requested to pay: 
               
              
 

Gave me a furious look and he started bellowing… And he was drawing his sword too – 
I thought he’d gone mad … And the two of us must have been so frightened, we jumped 
straight up on to the cross-beam; and he just rocketed out of the house and off he went, 
taking the mattresses with him! (564-67; cf. 571-3).  
 
Heracles’ madness was a significant aspect of his traditional mythology, and was dramatically 
staged in Euripides’ Heracles (875-1015). Here, the comic version portrays the excessive force of 
Heracles in a humorous manner, as the audience watch Dionysus take the fall for the chaos. After 
Dionysus compels his slave to exchange costumes, Frogs deals with Heracles’ other well-known 
attribute: his excessive appetite. As soon as Xanthias dons the Heracles costume, a maid enters the 
stage and invites Xanthias-as-Heracles to enjoy an enormous amount of food, accompanied by 
dancing-girls (Ar. Ran. 503-20). Heracles is a figure of extreme appetites, which is why the hero-
god is so appropriate for comedy, the genre of excess.338 And again, the gluttony of Heracles is a 
topic of hilarity. It is thus evident that the Heracles of Frogs is in many respects similar to his 
predecessor in Birds. Both characters are gluttonous, simple-minded and prone to violence.  
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5.5 The Choruses 
 
After receiving the directions from Heracles, Dionysus proceeds to Hades by taking a ride on 
Charon’s ferry. However, when Charon informs the god that he must help to row, Dionysus proves 
laughably incompetent, and he bemoans the fact that he is unable to row, being ‘unexperienced, 
unseamanlike, unSalaminian’ (197-205). This would have been viewed as disgraceful to the 
Athenian audience-members, as many of those attending would have been oarsmen.339 A chorus of 
frogs is enlisted to help Dionysus with rowing, but the overweight god is unable to match the tempo 
set by their song. He proceeds to compete with the frogs and eventually succeeds in taking over 
their song, slowing down the tempo to a pace he can match (205-68). The exact staging and 
function of this scene is debated. The contest between Dionysus and the frogs may have simply 
been a shouting match, or involved singing, or Dionysus may have relied on the crass humour he 
rejected in the beginning and farted his way to victory.340  Regardless, through the course of this 
scene, Dionysus is able to take over the song of the frogs, and has learned to row successfully. 
Various scholars interpret this as the first step in Dionysus’ incorporation into the Athenian 
community.341 In this manner, Dionysus has managed to overcome his incompetence in this 
instance and accordingly becomes more connected to the Athenian polis, which is a theme which 
will be developed later.  
 
This scene may have reminded the audience of the earlier comedy mentioned earlier, Eupolis’ 
Officers, where Phormio endeavoured to instruct Dionysus in wartime activities such as rowing.342 
Additionally, Dionysus being transported in a boat may have stemmed from an actual ritual practice 
wherein a statue of the god was brought in on a wheeled-ship, representing Dionysus’ arrival from 
the sea. While it is not certain which festival featured this practice, the Anthesteria or the Lenaea 
seem to be the most likely candidates where this practice occurred.343 Dionysus also had various 
epithets related to seafaring, such as Aktaios (‘of the coast’), Pelagios (‘of the open sea’), and 
Alieus (‘seaman’).344 Aristophanes is thus utilising traditional characteristics of Dionysus here, and 
adapting them into a comic form. Additionally, the frogs explain that they once sang for Dionysus 
before: ‘once we sang in honour of the Nysean son of Zeus, Dionysus, in the Marshes, at that time 
when the throng of people, of revellers with hangovers on the holy Pot Feast, passes through my 
                                                 
339 MacDowell 1995: 276. 
340 Clay 2002: 272. See Dover (1972: 179-80) for further discussion of the possible staging.  
341 Clay 2002: 275; Slater 2002: 206.   
342 Slater 2002: 186. 
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century; Lada-Richards 1999: 62; Parker 2005: 302-3; Griffith 2013: 159. Though see Csapo (2012: 28-30) who argues 
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precinct’ (214-9). This refers to the third day of the Anthesteria, which was called the Chytroi 
(‘Cooking Pots’) wherein a large procession travelled to a sanctuary of Dionysus located in the 
Marshes, which was only opened once a year for the festival.345 The frog chorus, despite having 
sung for Dionysus before, are unable to tell that the individual they later call an ‘interfering pest’ is 
Dionysus.346 Dionysus thus joins in, and subsumes, the song originally dedicated to him. Through 
this song the god is able to learn the art of rowing, a value integral to the Athenian community.  
 
After passing the land of the terrifying beasts, Dionysus and Xanthias come upon the land of the 
blessed. Here our protagonists meet Frogs’ second chorus, comprised of initiates of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries. They witness a choral ode performed to Iacchus (316-430). Scholars are now in 
agreement that Iacchus, the god whose statue was part of the procession of the Mysteries from 
Athens to Eleusis, is another name or facet of Dionysus.347 The chorus summon ‘O most glorious 
Iacchus’ without being aware that the very god they are invoking is physically watching them (394-
415). Dionysus is enticed to join in the dance when they sing of sneaking a peak at a pretty girl 
whose clothing has come loose during the dance. This is all the incentive Dionysus and Xanthias 
need to join (409-15). Here, Dionysus’ lecherous behaviour mimics the nature of the satyrs, who 
were prone to pursuing nymphs (e.g. Eur. Cycl. 67-70).348 Similar to how the previous plays re-
imagined sacrifices as a direct interaction between humans and gods, Frogs is actualising the 
prayers of the chorus and having Dionysus physically join in on the dance. This scene also proves 
that the initiates received the blessings of the afterlife that the Mysteries promised them, and which 
were described by Heracles at the beginning (154-7). Aristophanes is referring to many of the major 
Athenian festivals which involved the worship of Dionysus. Aristophanes’ Frogs is thus a veritable 
catalogue of Dionysus’ worship overall in Athens, and depicts this god as distinctly Athenian, a 
figure familiar to the primarily Athenian audience of the Lenaea. Therefore, while Frogs certainly 
portrays Dionysus in a mocking manner, the same level of disrespect is not directed towards his 
worship.  
 
As was discussed earlier, Athens was particularly harsh upon those who were impious in regard to 
the Mysteries or revealed forbidden knowledge about the rites. Accordingly, it has been observed 
that comedy does not dare to mock the Eleusinian goddess, Demeter.349 However, in Frogs, 
Aristophanes’ second choral song is visibly a comic version of the hymns often practiced by 
                                                 
345 Parker 2005: 291-7; Griffith 2013: 157-8. However, details for this festival are uncertain, so see Parker (2005: 291-
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346 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 227. 
347 Bowie 1993: 229; Griffith 2013: 180.  
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Eleusinian worshippers.350 Further, when the chorus approach they are accompanied by the ‘sound 
of pipes’ and a ‘most mystic whiff of torches’, which mimic the procession from Athens to Eleusis 
prior to the Mysteries (313-4).351 The chorus-leader also presents a comic version of the 
proclamation delivered before the Eleusinian festival which banned the participation of non-Greeks 
and murderers (354-71).352 Yet, at the very outset, Xanthias observes that the initiates are  
     (‘singing the Iacchus hymn, the one by Diagoras’ 320).353 This 
references Diagoras of Melos who was ‘impious in speech regarding the sacred things and 
celebrations of the Eleusinian Mysteries (Ps.-Lys. 6.17). It is surprising that Diagoras, a renowned 
atheist, has composed a hymn for the very Mysteries that he insulted.354  That Frogs is associating 
such a disreputable man with Demeter and the Mysteries, the most sacred religious occasion in 
Greece, certainly pushes the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and toys with Athens’ strictest 
religious sanction.  
 
Admittedly however, this also serves to warn the audience that this is a comic version of the 
Mysteries, rather than a serious adaptation.355 Thus, as Sommerstein states, ‘it anticipates, and 
thereby defuses, any possible allegation of impiety; Aristophanes is parodying, not the sacred 
Mysteries… but the very profane work of Diagoras’.356 The verb (‘play’) also seems to 
indicate that this is the playful fun of a comic chorus, rather than a serious staging of the secretive 
Mysteries (319).357 Further, as Biles observes, while Iacchus was not the central deity worshipped 
during the Mysteries, Frogs gives ‘the overwhelming impression… that this celebration of the 
Mysteries is first and foremost in honour of Dionysus himself’.358 Frogs is therefore adapting this 
festival into a distinctly Dionysiac experience, unique to the theatre, and appropriate in a play that 
centres around Dionysus and his worship in Athens. Thus, Aristophanes is carefully emphasising 
that this is a comic and playful re-enactment, rather than an impious and accurate portrayal of 
Athens’ honoured Mysteries. However, at the same time, Aristophanes is also implying that the 
Eleusinian initiates would perform a hymn composed by their most infamous critic. Aristophanes 
has simultaneously staged the impiety of Diagoras, but also used this figure to separate himself 
                                                 
350 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 323-459. 
351 Sommerstein 1996: ad 313-4a. 
352 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 354-71. 
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from any accusations of impiety. Aristophanes thus is carefully negotiating the boundaries in his 
treatment of the Eleusinian Mysteries, playfully portraying them on the comic stage, yet still 
insulting them at the same time.  
 
Alternatively, many scholars have observed that the journey Dionysus takes through Hades 
resembles the journey undertaken when initiated into a mystery cult. The most in-depth treatment of 
this interpretation is offered by Lada-Richards’ book, Initiating Dionysus (1999). Dionysus is 
viewed as going through a series of ordeals categorised into three distinct stages, ‘Separation, 
Limen and Aggregation’.359 Through this process, Dionysus is reintegrated into the community of 
Athens, emerging as a unified and exemplary god.360 However, Dionysus does not emerge at the 
conclusion as a newly enlightened figure, nor as a newly initiated citizen. Additionally, the 
adolescent rituals of passage which are arguably included in Frogs are not easily attested in Athens 
at this time, nor do they have any ties to the festivals in which the comedies were performed.361 The 
symbols of initiation observed in Frogs, such as disguise, flagellation, stripping, are not specific to 
particular initiation rituals, but can be connected to a variety of different ritual and secular 
situations.362 Overall, as Griffith argues, while Dionysus does help to save Athens at the end of the 
play, ‘he does this as the epitome of comedy, more than as a newly initiated hero’.363 Dionysus 
throughout the entirety of Frogs is representative of the humour and characterisation of comic 
divine characters. This is the role he enacts in the agon, by interjecting levity into the contest. 
 
5.6 Athens 
 
In Aristophanes’ comedies the gods are frequently treated as if they were actual Athenian citizens, 
abiding by Athenian laws and concerned with the affairs of the city. This characterisation is 
continued in Frogs, wherein Dionysus and Heracles are shown to be intricately involved with the 
Athenian community. At the beginning of the play, Dionysus and Heracles are clearly 
knowledgeable about the current state of the tragedy in Athens, and they have an extended 
discussion on the topic. In this, both Dionysus and Heracles are aligned with Athenian interests, 
despite having such different opinions on the matter. As Griffith observes, Dionysus is acting like 
‘an Athenian through-and-through, and an expert, home-grown lover of theatre’.364 This conception 
of an Athenian Dionysus is further emphasized when he mentions undertaking military service, as if 
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he were an average Athenian citizen (48-55).365 And, as was mentioned previously, Dionysus 
becomes skilled at rowing, a skill held in some esteem by Athenians. Further, Frogs emphasises the 
Attic festivals in which Dionysus was worshipped. Overall then, Dionysus here is intimately tied up 
in Athenian affairs, and it is telling that the ultimate test between Aeschylus and Euripides concerns 
Athens.366  
 
In addition, Aristophanes portrays Hades as if it were a human community, with the same features 
and rules as the Athenian world above.367 For example, Dionysus endeavours to ask Heracles for 
advice when travelling down to Hades, inquiring after the best inns, hotels, eateries et cetera, and 
overall treating the journey into the underworld as if one was taking a countryside trip (108-15).368 
Nor does Dionysus seem to be far from the truth, considering he comes across an inn on his journey 
(549-51). Slater even theorises that the path which takes Dionysus from the house of Heracles to 
Hades actually mimics the real life path from the shrine of Heracles at the Diomeian Gate to the 
Lenaean Theatre.369 Further, Heracles mentions that Charon’s ferry costs two obols – instead of the 
customary one – because Theseus introduced the new charge (141-3). This fare likely relates to the 
diobelia, the two-obol dole payment introduced by Cleophon five years prior, which was distributed 
to Athenian citizens (Arist. Ath. Pol. 28.3).370 This reference therefore functions as another 
connection between Frogs and Athens, since Theseus, the legendary Athenian hero, has introduced 
Athenian customs even to the underworld. Additionally, the flogging scene serves as another 
instance of Aristophanes applying human laws to deities. As MacDowell observes, ‘Aristophanes 
here is exploiting the logical absurdities that result from assuming the gods are subject to Athenian 
law’.371 Later, when Xanthias is conversing with another slave, he discovers that Hades, like Athens 
above, is divided into different factions and the rabble all favour Euripides (771-83).372 Hades is 
thus characterised by many of the social aspects of the world above.373 It is evident that, similar to 
Birds which envisions the heavens as altogether human, the underworld also functions like a human 
society. In Frogs, both the gods and the fantastical world in which they move are altogether too 
human. 
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5.7 Testing the Divinity of Dionysus 
 
After stepping off the ferry, Dionysus and Xanthias come to the land said to be populated with 
terrifying creatures. Dionysus is boasting of how Heracles was trying in vain to scare him, since ‘he 
knew I was a fighting type, and he was concerned for his reputation. Nothing on earth’s as vain as 
Heracles!’ (280-2). Though instantly Xanthias hears a noise and Dionysus cowers behind his slave, 
demanding Xanthias stand between him and the beast, soon revealed to be Empusa (285-93). This 
mimics the boasting of the satyrs, whose courage would fall apart at the first sign of pressure (cf. 
Eur. Cycl. 595-8, 635-55; Soph. Ich. 124-209).374 Dionysus even goes so far as to beg for help from 
his priest that is seated amongst the audience, breaking the fourth wall and uniting the audience 
with the events on the stage (Ar. Ran. 296-7). Dionysus implores the Priest to ‘keep me safe, so I 
can come to your party!’ (297). This references both the party the actor himself would attend 
following the victory of the play, and also the party that would be held in Dionysus’ honour.375 
Additionally, this inverts the common manner of things, where humans beg the gods for aid in 
response to gifts or promises given. Here, as Sommerstein observes, ‘he is turning religion topsy-
turvy’, since Dionysus the god begs the human priest for aid.376 Xanthias is thankfully able to chase 
away the monster. In contrast, Dionysus’ face turns white, while his rear-quarters turn brown (301-
8). Thus begins Dionysus’ courageous foray into Hades, and it is immediately obvious that, despite 
appearing like Heracles, Dionysus cannot act in a Heraclean manner.  
 
Following a brief choral digression, Dionysus and Xanthias arrive in Hades proper, having finally 
located Pluto’s door. Xanthias then bids Dionysus to knock on the door     
   ‘in Heracles’ style and with Heracles’ spirit’ 462-3). The following scenes focus 
on the incongruity between Dionysus’ appearance and his behaviour. Unlike the courageous 
Heracles, Dionysus is terrified by every threat, and exchanges costumes with Xanthias to avoid 
punishment (464-589). Through these exchanges, Dionysus comes to be on par with his slave 
Xanthias, and soon, instead of giving orders as a master to a slave, begins pleading with Xanthias 
and declaring that it is right for him to be angry and beat Dionysus (584-8).377 When Dionysus 
exchanges costumes with Xanthias, not only is the slave adopting the mantel of Heracles, but the 
god is adopting the luggage of the slave (494-502). The saffron gown is then paired with the 
luggage of the slave, and thus, as Sommerstein observes, the god ‘“becomes” not just a slave but a 
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slave-Dionysus.’378 As with Hermes in the conclusion of Wealth, Aristophanes has brought the god 
Dionysus down to the level of a slave.  
 
This process of undermining the divinity of Dionysus reaches a nadir during the flogging scene. 
Here, Dionysus and Xanthias undergo a whipping trial, in order to determine who between them is a 
god, because the gods do not feel pain (642-73). Before the trial, Dionysus and his slave strip down, 
removing all identifying costumes except for the mask. With their disguises stripped away, it is now 
difficult to distinguish who exactly is the true divinity, and who is the slave.379 Certainly, the 
flogging test is inconclusive, as both Xanthias and Dionysus are able to cover their cries of pain 
(635-73). It is interesting that Dionysus, as a god, could feel pain in the first place. In the Iliad the 
gods could certainly be harmed, since Diomedes, with the aid of Athena, was able to the make both 
Aphrodite and Ares bleed (Hom. Il. 5.311-430, 5.825-909). However, whether such a feat was 
achievable outside the realm of the heroic is beside the point, since in the world of the Frogs the 
gods are envisioned as impervious to pain, and Dionysus fails this fundamental test. Dionysus is not 
recognised as a deity, since even the choruses are unable to realise the Dionysus they worship is 
right in front of them. Dionysus is unable to prove his own identity, and only when Pluto and 
Persephone attest to his identity can he resume his rightful role (668-71). Aristophanes has therefore 
again portrayed on the comic stage a god who is decidedly ungodlike, and who is indistinguishable 
from a human slave.  
 
The myths of Dionysus warn about the foolhardiness of doubting the god’s divinity.380 The first 
individual to do so was Lycurgus of Thrace, who denied Dionysus’ divinity and attacked his 
worshippers. In response, Dionysus fled in fear to Nereus, the father of Thetis, who resided in the 
sea (Hom. Il. 6.135-7).  The accounts of Lycurgus’ punishment differ, ranging from blindness, 
death, madness, and mistakenly killing his wife and son, sometimes at the hands of Dionysus, 
sometimes enacted by Zeus.381 Secondly, the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus preserves the story where 
Dionysus was captured by pirates who intended to ransom him out to his supposedly rich mortal 
family (1-31). The captain was killed by Dionysus, who had transformed into a lion, while the rest 
of the fleeing crew were transformed into dolphins (50-3). The helmsman was blessed by Dionysus, 
since he alone amongst the crew correctly perceived the true identity of their captive (17-31, 53-9). 
The third instance formed the plot of Euripides’ Bacchae. In this play, Pentheus is punished, hunted 
                                                 
378 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 495. 
379 Compton-Engle 2003: 530. 
380 Gantz 1993: 113. 
381 Apollod. Bibl. 3.34-5; Hom. Il. 6.130-40; Hyg. Fab. 132; Soph. Ant. 955-65. See Gantz (1993: 113-4) for more 
details about the differences between the extent versions of this myth, and the possible reconstructions for the 
Aeschylus tetralogy on the same topic.  
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down and torn apart by his entranced mother, because of his and his family’s refusal to 
acknowledge the divinity of Dionysus. Overall, the danger of questioning his divinity seems to have 
been a recurring theme in his myths.382 However, Aristophanes’ Frogs, by questioning the divinity 
of Dionysus, is following in the path of these individuals who were punished for impiety. Yet in this 
play¸ disbelieving his divinity results in comedy rather than tragedy, nor do the disbelievers 
undergo punishment. The Dionysus of Frogs was thus significantly different from the Dionysus of 
Bacchae, which was likely staged around the same time.383 The tragic god was harsh upon those 
who harmed him, while the comic Dionysus endures the insults and violence from Aristophanes and 
his characters.384 The Dionysus of Frogs is the one who is punished, and even more so than his 
slave, since Xanthias is able to befuddle the man into whipping Dionysus twice in a row (659-
63).385 In Frogs, there are no consequences for those who doubt the divinity of Dionysus.  
 
However, the most demeaning scene of the play is when Dionysus makes a mess of his pants for the 
second time. Dionysus’ reaction to Aeacus, who fervently cursed Heracles for stealing Cerberus, is 
certainly at odds with his Heraclean costume:      
:  
:         
:        
:           
:       
:    
:             
: 
:           

:   
:             
:    
 
D: The bowel is empty:386 call upon the god! 
X: Get up, won’t you, quickly, you ridiculous fool, before anyone else sees you! 
D: I feel I might faint. Given me a sponge for my heart. 
X: Here, take it. Apply it to yourself. Where is it? Ye golden gods! Is that where you 
keep your heart?  
D: Yes, it was frightened and slunk down into my lower abdomen. 
X: You’re the most cowardly god or man alive! 
D: Me? What do you mean, cowardly, when I actually asked you for a sponge? No other 
man would have done it! 
                                                 
382 See Gantz (1993: 113) for further discussion of how the earlier sources seem to be uncertain, or at least ambiguous, 
concerning Dionysus and his divinity.  
383 Dover 1993: 37-8. 
384 Segal 1961: 228. 
385 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 662. 
386 Literally this phrase is ‘I have shat in my clothes’ (Sommerstein 1996: ad. 479). 
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X: What would he have done? 
D: If he was really a coward, he’d have stayed on the ground smelling his own stink. 
Whereas I, stood up, and what’s more, I wiped myself clean! 
X: Poseidon, how brave! 
D: I certainly think it is. Weren’t you afraid of the bombast of his words and all the 
threats he made? 
X: No, I didn’t even give it a thought (Ar. Ran. 479-93).  
 
Firstly, in this passage, Dionysus is adapting a traditional saying while sacrificing, and applying it 
to his peculiar situation. According to a scholion, this is a comic distortion of the traditional 
religious phrase,   ‘it has been poured out, call upon the god’)which was 
spoken after pouring a libation during certain sacrifices.387 If this is true, Aristophanes is thus 
adopting a ritual saying for a distinctly irreverent situation. Additionally in this passage, Xanthias 
functions as another foil to the cowardice of Dionysus, a derogatory contrast demonstrating that 
even a mere slave is braver than the god. Aristophanes is engaging with the stereotypical cowardly 
Dionysus, and having his Dionysus argue that he is, of course, not a coward. Again, this is similar 
behaviour to the satyrs, who are full of bravado until it comes time to prove their worth. Dionysus’ 
argument does little to save face however, and results in him seeming even more pitiful than 
before.388 Further, the slave is able to insult Dionysus repeatedly without the god even commenting 
on it. In addition, the exclamation of Xanthias invoking the ‘golden gods’ refers to a belief that the 
possessions of the gods, and sometimes even the gods themselves, were made of gold. Here, the 
expression serves as another slight on Dionysus, as the state of his brown robe is certainly far from 
being gold.389 It is questionable whether the gods were thought of being capable of such bowel 
movements in the first place, considering their diet of knise.390 If not, Aristophanes is again 
inappropriately applying human physical traits to the gods, exaggerating the traditional 
anthropomorphism of the gods (cf. 308). Overall, Dionysus has not fared well in Hades, and, as 
seems to be standard in comedy, has been shown to be a buffoon and incompetent. 
 
  
                                                 
387 Ʃ Ar. Ran. 479; Dover 1993: ad. 479; Sommerstein 1996: ad. 479. 
388 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 487-90. 
389 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 483. 
390 For example, Trygaeus in Peace is concerned that the poor dung beetle will starve in the heavens, because the gods 
cannot supply any of its preferred food (723). As Sommerstein (1990: ad. 723) says ‘it is assumed the gods do not 
defecate’.  
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5.8 Dionysus: A God of the Athenian Theatre 
 
From the very outset of this play, Dionysus was established as a figure concerned with theatre, 
despite his ultimate incompetence with the arts. The conclusion solidifies Dionysus’ theatrical 
connection, since he is brought in as the judge of a contest between Euripides and Aeschylus. This 
dramatizes Dionysus’ role as patron god over the theatrical festivals that were held in his honour. 
However, despite the Slave explaining that Dionysus was chosen as a judge due to his ‘long 
experience of the art’, this does not necessarily mean he is proficient (811). There is a tendency in 
scholarship to argue that Dionysus, through the course of the play, has developed into an exemplary 
figure, who has now gained enough prestige and credibility to preside over the tragedians. For 
example, Segal states that Dionysus is ‘purged of the mere buffoonery which belongs to Xanthias 
and Heracles and to the treatment of Dionysus in old comedy’.391 However, there is no evidence of 
such a development in Frogs. Rather, Dionysus continues his buffoonery even into the conclusion 
of the play, since his comments on the agon between Aeschylus and Euripides indicate his 
continuing inability to understand completely the theatrical discussion. Dionysus expresses 
confusion over the tragedians’ arguments (1160-9), responds naively or too literally to their points 
(916-21, 930, 1023-48), and at times interjects crude jokes concerning bodily matters (1074-7, 
1089-98, 1278-80).392 For example, after Aeschylus accuses Euripides of teaching naval crewmen 
to chatter away, Dionysus chimes in with ‘yes, by Apollo – and also to fart in the face of the 
bottom-bench Charlie, to smear a messmate with shit, and to go ashore and nick someone’s clothes’ 
(1074-7). Aeschylus and Euripides at various points even insult Dionysus’ intelligence; for 
example, Euripides declares Dionysus to be a  (‘simpleton’), to which Dionysus agrees, 
saying  (‘that’s what I think too’ 917-9).393 Dionysus is clearly not a credible or 
dignified judge, and throughout the entire exchange Dionysus is unable to reach a decision between 
the two. Dionysus’ failure to understand the verbal complexity of the two tragedians mimics his 
earlier incapability with costuming.394 Rather than emerging as an ‘idealised spectator’, Dionysus 
remains until the very end a comic buffoon.395   
 
                                                 
391 Segal 1961: 212-3. To a lesser extent, Sommerstein (1996: 12), Lada-Richards (1999: 216-33), Slater (2002: 206) 
and Biles (2011: 233-40), argue that Dionysus has or develops a certain level of competence, credibility or experience 
that enables him to be a sufficient judge and spectator of the contest.  
392 Dover 1993: 42; Slater 2002: 12-3; Halliwell 2011: 129.  
393 Also ‘idiot’ 933); (‘Dionysus, the wine you drink does not 
have the best of bouquets’ 1150); and  (‘you mental bunkrapt!’ 1160), all expressed by 
Aeschylus.  
394 Compton-Engle 2003: 531. 
395 Henderson 1975: 91-2; Heiden 1991: 99; Dover 1993: 42; Habash 2002: 10-3; Compton-Engle 2003: 530; Parker 
2005: 151 n. 70. See Biles (2011: 233) for the term ‘idealised spectator’. 
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Yet, this comic Dionysus ultimately is able to save Athens through his decision to return to the 
world above with Aeschylus rather than Euripides. When Dionysus is struggling to decide between 
the two poets, Pluto steps in and reminds Dionysus that he needs to make a decision, or else he will 
have failed to achieve his goal (1414). This prompting by Pluto results in Dionysus explaining why 
he descended in the first place, saying that ‘I came down here for a poet; and why? So that the City 
may survive and go on holding her choral festivals’ (1417-9). Much has been written on why this 
motivation is different than his original desire to retrieve Euripides. However, this new motive is 
not strictly at odds with his original desire. Originally, Dionysus intended to retrieve Euripides 
because, after his death, there are no longer any good poets for his festivals. However, the fates of 
his festivals are intricately connected with the fate of the polis. Now, Dionysus’ attention has turned 
to the safety of the Athenian community, through which he can ensure the continuance of the 
tragedies that he adores.396 After Aeschylus has been chosen, Pluto, likely accompanied by a silent 
Persephone, instructs the tragedian to ‘save our City with your good counsels, and educate the 
foolish folk there, many as they are’ (1504-7). It is clear that Pluto likewise is concerned for Athens, 
which he even refers to as ‘our City’.397 In this way, Aristophanes’ Frogs affirms the popular belief 
that the gods are concerned with the fate of the humans under their care and, in particular, the 
Athenian polis. For example, Demosthenes says ‘on many occasions, men of Athens, one may, I 
think, recognise the manifest favour of heaven towards our city’ (2.1).398 Specifically, Frogs 
demonstrates that Dionysus and Pluto continue to defend the fate of Athens. Further, the festivals of 
Dionysus serve to ensure the continued security of the polis, and vice versa. Aristophanes’ Frogs, 
similar to each of the plays discussed in the previous chapter, has again demonstrated that the 
current religious system will ultimately resolve the crisis of the time and save Athens. In this play, 
the god directly involves himself in Athenian affairs and, because of him, the show can go on.  
 
5.9 Conclusion 
 
Throughout Frogs there is a consistent incorporation of Dionysus’ festivals and aspects of his 
worship. As was observed previously, comedy frequently adapts the traditional characteristics of the 
gods into a comic form, relying on the religious understanding of the audience in order for the jokes 
to work. This was most prominent in Peace and Wealth, where the comic Hermes was a mishmash 
of his ritual attributes and roles. This occurs again in Frogs, since the character of Dionysus is 
inseparable from his ritual characteristics and personas. Dionysus is clearly categorised as a god of 
                                                 
396 Slater 2002: 202; Biles 2011: 251.  
397 Sommerstein 1996: ad. 1448. 
398 For more examples of the belief that the gods show favour to Athens see Aeschin. 3.57, 3.130; Dem. 19.256; Xen. 
Hell. 2.4.14-5. For further discussion see Mikalson (1983: 18-26).  
82 
 
the theatre, acting in his role as patron of the dramatic festivals. Even his comic characterisation 
appears to mimic satyric drama, and Dionysus is shown to behave very much like his satyric 
underlings. In addition, similar to how Birds portrayed the gods as distinctly Athenian gods, here 
Aristophanes is emphasising how Dionysus is aligned with Athenian interests. The festivals 
mentioned within the play are primarily those practiced by the Athenian state, and Dionysus is 
ultimately concerned with saving the Athenian polis, and thereby ensuring the continuity of the City 
Dionysia.  
 
While Frogs parallels the other trends seen in the plays previous, here Aristophanes is blatantly 
more disrespectful towards Dionysus. Frogs moves beyond the impiety of the other plays and 
maintains a thoroughly disrespectful treatment of Dionysus throughout the play. Comedy’s very 
own patron deity is shown to be incompetent, feminine, buffoonish, cowardly and ungodlike. 
Despite his self-professed love of theatre, Dionysus is unable to live up to Heraclean costume he 
has adopted, and instead the cowardly god relies on his slave. Through the repeated costume 
exchanges, Dionysus is reduced down to the lowest denominator, to the point where it is difficult to 
tell the difference between the god and his slave. Dionysus even fails to prove he is an immortal 
during the flogging scene, and needs to rely on Pluto to corroborate his identity. This treatment of 
Dionysus continues into the agon, where the god maintains his comedic, buffoonish persona, 
serving as a representative of the genre during the play’s focus on tragedy. Overall, mockery 
directed towards Dionysus and Heracles seems to have been frequently portrayed on the comic 
stage, to the point where it was expected for them to be characterised in a certain manner, cowardly 
and hungry respectfully. It would thus appear that the mockery directed towards the gods was not 
only a feature of the extant plays, but was a significant feature of the genre as a whole. Yet, Frogs 
clearly goes beyond the impiety of the previous comedies.  
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion 
 
Aristophanes envisions a world where humanity is capable of undermining and rebelling against the 
gods. The traditional religious customs of the polis are criticised and abandoned, and new deities 
are introduced in lieu of the normal ones. Further, throughout his comedies, divinities are not 
treated with the respect that is their due, as they are mocked, insulted and rejected by the characters 
on the stage. Aristophanes’ plays exaggerate and parody the standard characteristics of the gods, 
and modify them into a new comic form. In particular the anthropomorphism of the Greek gods is 
exaggerated to such an extent on the comic stage that they are easily overcome by the human 
protagonists. This is manifestly evident in the case of Hermes and Dionysus, where their traditional 
characteristics are incorporated and distorted into their comic portrayals.  The anthropomorphism of 
these two gods is so exaggerated that Hermes becomes the slave of humanity, while Dionysus 
becomes indistinguishable from men. In this way the gods and their worship are treated impiously 
in each of Aristophanes’ comedies. That such a treatment was allowed at all is surprising, 
considering Athens’ harsh punishment of other individuals who disrespected and disavowed the 
gods in public.  
 
However, despite the sustained mistreatment and mockery of the gods and their rites, each of 
Aristophanes’ plays consistently acknowledge divine power and preserve underlying religious 
beliefs. In Peace, Birds and Wealth, the human characters work to overthrow the current gods, but 
find the solution to their problems in a divine system that is remarkably similar to the old one. 
Despite overthrowing the traditional Olympian gods, Aristophanes’ human protagonists only 
supplant them with new gods, who are worshipped in much the same way. Frogs, in contrast to the 
other three comedies, does not revolve around a human character who is dissatisfied with the gods. 
Yet, in this play, even the very god to whom the festival was dedicated was a recipient of comic 
abuse. This is not a coincidence, however, as the sustained mockery of Dionysus in Frogs is 
probably a comic acknowledgement of the god’s importance. Further, through the course of the play 
Dionysus emerges as the saviour of Athens. Therefore Aristophanes is consciously interacting with 
the popular beliefs of his audience, alternatively affirming and distorting them. His comedies 
consistently commit blatant impieties against the gods and their worship. However, simultaneously, 
the divine world is never rejected outright, and Aristophanes consistently affirms that the answer to 
the problems plaguing Greece can be solved by worshipping gods. It is thus evident that 
Aristophanes’ treatment of the gods is multifaceted. It cannot be declared that Aristophanes was 
simply mocking the gods in his comedies.   
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Previous treatments on comedy’s approach to the gods are few, and most only briefly discuss the 
issue. Aristophanes’ portrayal of the gods certainly is more complex than many scholars have 
acknowledged. When the topic is discussed, usually the notion of ‘festival license’ is forwarded as 
an explanation for the impious treatment of the gods on the comic stage. As previously stated, 
festival license is a term used primarily in studies concerning comedy’s freedom to abuse 
politicians, or to use aischrologia (‘shameful speech’). This freedom was likely connected to 
comedy’s Dionysian context. Within a festival in honour of Dionysus, comedy’s slanderous and 
shameful speech is protected, and indeed even sponsored by the state itself.399 For example, 
Isocrates states that ‘although this is a free government, there exists no “freedom of speech” 
() except that which is enjoyed in this Assembly by the most reckless orators, who care 
nothing for your welfare, and in the theatre by the comic poets’ (Isoc. 8.14). The Greek notion of 
parrhesia refers to the democratic right to speak frankly and freely, including criticising and 
abusing individuals who deserved it.400 Isocrates statement here indicates that comedy enjoyed a 
relatively greater ability to speak of topics considered inappropriate or reckless in other contexts.401  
 
However, there was a tension surrounding the notion of parrhesia, since open speech can easily 
transgress onto unacceptable topics.402 This tension was fully embraced by comedy, which 
frequently incorporated aischrologia into its humour and comic abuse. Aischrologia denotes 
language that breaks the norms of public speech, by referring to offensive and shameful subjects. 
For example, it was considered shameful to utter sexual or scatological obscenities, or to talk of 
unspeakable subjects.403 Aischrologia was believed to cause shame both for the speaker and also for 
those listening.404 However, within the context of the comic theatre, this is entirely the point. As 
Halliwell states, comedy ‘tends strongly towards the celebration of shamelessness, providing its 
audience with opportunities and encouragement to laugh with and not simply at its characters’.405 
Aristotle even directly states that old comedy’s humour derives from aischrologia (Nic. Eth. 
1128a.24). Further, Lysias, when speaking against Cinesias, says       
            <> 
    (‘is he not the man who performs such transgressions against the 
gods, offenses which are shameful for others to even say, yet you hear of them from the comic 
                                                 
399 Halliwell 1991: 69; Heath 1987: 27. 
400 Henderson 1998: 256. 
401 Halliwell 1991: 67; Wallace 2005: 360. 
402 Konstan 2012: 7; Halliwell 2008: 235. 
403 Henderson 1975: 3; Halliwell 2008: 219-20; Storey and Allan 2013: 193; O’Sullivan 2015: 45; Rosen 2015: 77.  
404 Halliwell 2008: 216. 
405 Halliwell 2008: 254. See also Henderson (1975: 6-8) on obscenity.  
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playwrights each year?’  fr. 195 Carey). This is a clear example of how comedy was understood to 
be exempt from the common laws and norms surrounding public speech and shameful language.406 
Lysias and Isocrates are both engaging with the audience’s understanding of comedy’s status in 
Athenian culture. Orators, of course, sometimes exaggerate in their speeches, but these sources at 
least indicate that there was a cultural understanding that comedy was free to voice shameful things 
not generally allowed elsewhere. Impiety outside the theatre was certainly treated harshly, with 
individuals being prosecuted for endangering the polis with their impious speech and acts. 
However, Aristophanes clearly disrespected the gods and their worship on numerous occasions, and 
seemingly did so without fear of legal or divine retribution.  
 
Similarly, incorporated in the notion of parrhesia, is the right to speak freely and criticise other 
citizens. As Demosthenes says, democracy is the ‘most antagonistic to men of infamous habits’, 
since ‘every man is at liberty to publish their shame’ ( - 22.31). However, there were 
certain laws restricting parrhesia, and ensuring that abuse did not turn into slander. In general, the 
difference between comic abuse and legally-actionable slander was determined by whether it was 
false, or whether the polis or its citizens could be harmed.407 For example, Demosthenes declares 
that             (‘“if a man revile 
another,” – “with falsehoods,” the law adds, implying that, if he speaks the truth, he is justified’ 
23.50). There also seems to have been a Solonian law against slandering in temples, law courts, 
business places, spectator competitions, and against the dead (Dem. 20.104, 40.49; Plut. Sol. 21).408 
A magistrate serving in office could also not be slandered (Dem. 21.32-3; Lys. 9.6).409 Further, 
there were certain topics considered to be , that is, unspeakable or forbidden. For 
example, it was forbidden to accuse someone of falsely of being a murderer, a father- or mother-
beater, a shield-thrower, or of having worked in the agora (Lys. 10.2-11).410 However, as is 
characteristic of the Athenian legal system, it came down to the victim to bring the matter before 
court.411 In general, comedy seems to have ignored these laws concerning slander, and indeed, 
surviving comedies are simply full of false accusations and otherwise abusive speech.412  
 
                                                 
406 Halliwell 1991: 67. 
407 Henderson 1990: 300-1; Wallace 2005: 362. Slander is referred to with the following terms 
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412 See Halliwell (1991: 51-3) and Sommerstein (2004a: 205-16) for a specific survey of comedy’s interaction these 
restrictions. In particular, Halliwell (1991: 53) concludes that the findings are ‘ambiguous’, and that there was an 
‘ostensible mixture of conformity to, and transgression of’ these laws against slander.  
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However, it is also important to note that this license was not always uncontested, since there is 
evidence of various decrees during the classical period which limited the slanderous speech in 
comedy.413 Sommerstein provides a survey of the various laws against slander, and ultimately 
argues that comedy had no specific legal right to say that which was considered illegal in other 
contexts.414 However, as was observed earlier, the evidence for occasions when politicians 
attempted to restrict comedy all derive from unreliable or later Hellenistic authors and, in many 
cases, these restrictions are fabricated or extrapolated from insecure foundations.415 Nevertheless it 
does seem reasonably certain that a decree was enacted in 440/39 BC, which banned slander of an 
individual by name. However, this decree seems to have only served as a response to the heightened 
tensions that the Samian War caused, and was repealed shortly after in 437/6 BC.416 Further, 
Halliwell posits that it may have only concerned the comedies performed before the Panhellenic 
audience at the City Dionysia, since comedy was a relatively new addition to the Lenaean festival. 
If so, this would support further Halliwell’s theory that this decree was only a short-term response 
to an international crisis, since the primarily Athenian audience of the Lenaea was not a concern.417 
Further, Cleon unsuccessfully attempted to prosecute Aristophanes for his treatment in the 
Babylonians, which is, of course, attested in another of Aristophanes’ plays (Ar. Ach. 377-82). 
However, aside from this, it appears that comedy experienced a license to engage in abuse which 
was otherwise restricted. Recall that in Frogs, the initiate chorus bans from the Mysteries a 
‘politician who goes and nibbles away at the fees of poets after having been satirised () 
in the course of the ancestral rites of Dionysus’ (Ar. Ran. 367-8). Aristophanes’ mockery of a 
politician retaliating against comic abuse implies that such a politician was seen as laughable.418 
Furthermore, Aristophanes’ emphasis on the Dionysian context here reminds the audience of the 
religious dimension to comedy’s license, and thus serves to underline the extent of the politician’s 
impropriety.419  
 
Comedy was likely given this freedom to abuse and otherwise to give voice to shameful things, 
because the plays were performed during a festival dedicated to Dionysus. Various cults across 
ancient Greece incorporated occasions for ritualised abuse and laughter. An extended review of 
ritual laughter and licensed obscenity is conducted by Halliwell; however, a few points will again 
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be outlined here.420 For example, Aristotle, when advocating for a ban on obscenity, allows an 
exception for obscenity when it is performed in cultic contexts.421  In his Politics he argues that all 
aischrologia should be banished from the city in order to protect the young (7.1336b.4-9). 
However, Aristotle exempts from this         
   (‘a certain class of gods to whom the law allows even scurrility’ 7.1336b.17-
8). He declares that only men of a suitable age can worship such gods, standing in for the women 
and the children (7.1336b.18-20). Directly afterwards, Aristotle advises that children should not be 
allowed at iambic poetry and comedy, prior to reaching the age when they are educated enough as 
to not be affected (7.1336b.20-4). Aristotle thus acknowledges the importance of the religious 
context, and consequently exempts comedy from his ban on shameful speech.422 Further, Aristotle’s 
train of thought in this passage indicates that he equates comic ridicule with the aischrologia that is 
part of the cult of certain gods.423  
 
Ritualised obscenity mainly occurred during festivals and rituals dedicated to Demeter and 
Dionysus.424 The connection between Dionysian religion and shameful behaviour is made explicit 
by a quote attributed to Heraclitus of the fifth century, which was preserved in Clement of 
Alexandria’s Protrepticus. Heraclitus states that         
     (‘for if it were not for Dionysus that they held solemn 
procession and sang the phallic hymn, they would be acting most shamefully’ 2.34.5).425 
Additionally, during some festivals of Dionysus there was a procession of wagons, from which 
people hurled abuse at the audience. This procession is known in the sources as either  
(‘parade-abuse’) or  (‘[abuse] from the wagons’). These two terms may have 
originally referred to separate occasions, but eventually came to be used as synonyms to refer to the 
same procession.426 The exact details of this event are not completely clear and, admittedly, most of 
the evidence comes from the later lexicographical tradition.427 However, there are two writers from 
the classical period who mention the procession. Firstly, Demosthenes accuses Aeschines of 
shouting abuse ‘as if from the wagons’, and soon afterwards accuses him also of ‘parade-abuse’ 
(18.122-4). Additionally, in a dialogue in Plato’s Laws, the Spartan Megillus speaks of a Spartan 
law which banished ‘excessive pleasures and riotings and follies of every description’. He continues 
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that ‘nor would even the feast of Dionysus serve as an excuse to save him – a revel such as I once 
upon a time witnessed “on the wagons” in your country’ (1.637a-b). Overall, this demonstrates that 
during Dionysiac festivals, people were allowed to engage in abusive and shameful behaviour 
which were otherwise considered to be inappropriate.428  
 
Further, Halliwell’s survey of ritualised obscenity demonstrates that often these occasions were 
semi-theatrical, and were ‘staged’ before an audience.429 For example, Demosthenes insults 
Epicrates, by declaring that he is         (‘an unmasked 
reveller in the processions’ 19.287). This indicates that these processions needed ‘markers of its 
special nature’ and that participants should be disguised in some manner, with distance placed 
between the activity and their everyday identities.430 These other occurrences of ritual obscenity 
would make the licence given to comedy more natural. This is not to say that comedy necessarily 
derived from these obscenity rituals, as has sometimes been argued, but rather that these rituals 
appear to have, as Henderson states, ‘contributed to the growth of obscenity as a standard and 
accepted element in the comic performances’.431 It should be noted though, that scholarship on 
festival license primarily concerns comedy’s ability to slander political figures. As previously 
stated, there is limited work done on comedy’s freedom to likewise slander the gods.  
 
When discussing the role of festivals in Greek culture, and the slanderous talk allowed within, many 
scholars turn to Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the ‘carnivalesque’. Essentially, Bakhtin argues that 
during times of carnival there was a temporary suspension of hierarchical norms and restrictions.432 
This period of upheaval ‘led to the creation of special forms of marketplace speech and gesture, 
frank and free, permitting no distance between those who came in contact with each other and 
liberating from norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times’.433 However, Bakhtin’s 
theory is written about medieval Europe, and therefore cannot be mapped precisely on to the 
classical context. In particular, unlike the carnivals in Bakhtin’s study, it cannot be argued that 
Greek festivals always abandoned hierarchy and directly opposed elite culture. The festivals were 
state-sponsored, and often served as a public demonstration of the power, identity and piety of the 
polis.434 Further, the elite were often willing participants in, and targets of, festival aischrologia.435 
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Further, as Henderson states, old comedy does not entirely follow Bakhtin’s system, since ‘its 
counter-world contained not only ridicule and criticism but also positive alignments and appeals by 
the poet and sympathetic characters’.436 This was certainly found to be true in this thesis, where 
Aristophanes’ mockery of the gods is often paired with an underlying respect and friendliness 
directed towards them. However, aside from these caveats, Bakhtin’s notion of the carnival as a 
period of the temporary suspension of norms does parallel the phenomena that occurred during 
Dionysian festivals. In this construction, festivals and, by extension, old comedy are periods of 
escape which do not impact on the external world.  
 
Additionally, Bakhtin argues that the carnivalesque extends even to the sacred realm, allowing for 
blaspheming, parodying, and ‘carnivalistic debasings and bringings down to earth’ of sacred texts 
and figures.437 Further, the disrespectful treatment of sacred texts and values is permitted in this 
carnivalesque counter-world, since the common restrictions of piety and reverence are temporarily 
suspended.438 Similarly, this thesis has demonstrated that Aristophanes’ abuse extends to the divine 
world, engaging the gods of the Greek world in a carnivalesque mockery. Aristophanes frequently 
brings the gods ‘down to earth’, by implementing them directly in the mortal realm. Further, he 
parodies their traditional characteristics, and his protagonists frequently commit blasphemies and 
act shamefully on the stage. It is thus likely that comedy also experienced a carnivalesque freedom 
in regard to religion. This festival license allowed playwrights to create comedic and disrespectful 
versions of the gods for the stage. The religious dimension of Bakhtin’s theory is not discussed by 
scholars often, who instead focus on the disturbance of socio-economic hierarchy.439 However, it is 
evident that Bakhtin’s carnivalesque theory is also helpful in providing insight into Aristophanes’ 
treatment of the gods, not just his treatment of the elite. Overall, the carnivalesque context of 
Dionysiac festival allowed for a greater freedom of expression, and his comedies could mock both 
politicians and gods during this time of freedom from social and political norms.   
 
During Aristophanes’ time, then, the gods were not exempt from the comic mockery that was 
directed towards politicians. The Dionysian festival protected comedy’s right to engage in shameful 
and abusive talk that was otherwise prohibited. This protection extended also to the divine realm, 
and meant that Aristophanes was allowed to depict the gods in a manner not tolerated beyond old 
comedy. However, this explanation for Aristophanes’ treatment of the gods can be developed 
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further. Heath examines Aristophanes’ freedom to portray negatively political figures on the comic 
stage. Heath talks of ‘comic distortion’ and theorises that ‘a perceived discrepancy between 
caricature and reality is a rich source of amusement’.440 For example, in reference to a satiric 
portrayal of Cleon, Heath notes that it is ‘funny partly because it is, and is meant to be recognised 
as, fantasy’.441 Humour therefore stems from the deliberate distortion of facts or figures, resulting in 
a ‘comic fantasy’.442  Heath concludes that ‘political reality is taken up by the poet and subjected to 
the ignominious transformations of comic fantasy. But the product of the fantasising process did not 
and was not intended to have a reciprocal effect on political reality’.443 Despite the political focus of 
Heath’s article, his theory can also be applied to Aristophanes’ portrayal of gods.   
 
It seems quite irreligious of Aristophanes to stage multiple comedies which dramatize human 
rebellions against the Athenian gods. Aristophanes’ protagonists repeatedly undermine the 
traditional gods of Athens, degrading them and forsaking their rule in favour of new beings. Yet, in 
each of the plays examined here, Aristophanes jokes rely on, and adapt, the traditional aspects of 
the gods. In these plays, the plan hinges on the belief in the power of the gods. When the original 
system of the gods is abandoned, the replacement is coded along the same lines as the old system. 
In Birds, the new gods are feathery versions of their previous selves. In Wealth, Zeus is traded for a 
new god who is worshipped in the same manner. Similarly, in Peace, salvation is found in a new 
god, and the play concludes with her installation in Athens’ religious centre. In Frogs, the 
buffoonish Dionysus is ultimately responsible for Athens’ salvation and the play confirms his role 
as the Athenian god of the theatre. Rather than instituting brand new systems and completely 
rejecting the existing religious order, repeatedly the answer is to be found in the religious system. 
The gods of Aristophanes’ comedies are still enmeshed in their original religious system and, 
instead of new gods, we have comic versions of the old. For example, Hermes and Dionysus are 
composed of a comic mishmash of their traditional traits, parodied and exaggerated for the comic 
stage.  Aristophanes is thus distorting the gods for the comic stage, constructing a comic fantasy 
which ultimately derives from, and relies on, the religious knowledge and beliefs of the audience.   
 
There is an instance in Birds where the bird chorus rallies the others to     
 ‘honestly, sincerely, piously, to attack the gods’ 632).444 This quote is paradoxical, as 
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normally an attack on the gods would not be described as pious.445 Yet, overall, Aristophanes’ 
‘attack’ on the gods across all of his plays can be described as just that. Comic abuse of the gods 
was in essence an act of piety, functioning in the same manner as aischrologia and ritual abuse did 
in Dionysian worship. The impious treatment of the gods in a Dionysian context was, in essence, a 
dedication to Dionysus himself. Overall, despite the impious elements of his portrayal of the gods, 
Aristophanes’ depictions are comedic distortion rather than abandonment of popular religious 
beliefs. The comic depictions of the gods actually rest on the traditional beliefs of the audience in 
order for the jokes to have a foundation. Aristophanes’ comedies demonstrate the primacy of 
popular beliefs, rather than instigating for an abandonment of such ideals. Despite his comic 
treatment of the gods, popular religion is never wholeheartedly abandoned. In these upside-down 
worlds, the gods are still recognisably Athenian. 
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